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PREFACE 


the beble is a world in itself and this edition of the Pentateuch is 
intended as a textbook companion and guide to it, a book for the 
young and adult study group. An abridged version of the Humash 
is arranged as a continuous text across the tops of the pages with a 
continuing keyed commentary at the bottoms. That commentary 
explores the vast literature of Biblical interpretation including the 
two Talmuds, the Midrashim, the medieval and modem Jewish 
commentators, as well as legend and folklore. Together the Biblical 
text and commentary weave three thousand vears of Jewish wisdom 
and tradition into a single strand, each reinforcing and interpreting 
the other. 

The Bible never tells a storv for its own sake nor quotes a piece of 
poetry for its poetic beauty alone; each verse was meant to teach a 
lesson, point a moral, record an important folk memory or event in 
the history of the Jewish people. With that in mind, we have in¬ 
cluded law, history, ritual, and ceremony—even thing of value in 
ethical precept. The text avoids archaism but does no violence to the 
Biblical context bv undue colloquialism. 

A Teacher s Resource book has been prepared to make the study 
of Bible a still more meaningful experience bv presenting the more 
profound meanings and subtle philosophies embodied in what is 
often a hyperbolic and symbolic Scriptural text. And rather than 



apologetics, what is offered is interpretation rich in ancient lore and 
replete with modern scholarship, so that throughout, the student, the 
teacher and the reader will find new insight and understanding of 
the relevance in the Torah: 

Turn it, turn it again and again, for everything is in it. 
Contemplate it, grow gray and old over it, for there is no greater good. 

pirk£ avot 5:25 


NOTE 

Biblical and place names are spelled as in the Jewish Publication Soci¬ 
ety (1917) translation. Otherwise the modern Sephardic pronunciation 
is used for Hebrew transliteration. 

Occasionally verses have been rearranged slightly to provide for an 
even flow of the narrative. So too, the legal sections have been selected 
from the various chapters of a single book and rearranged. The Rabbis 
held: “ En mukdam u-m’uhar ha-Torah— There is no early or late in the 
Torah.” 
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1* GENESIS [,- 3 ] 


GOD CREATES THE WORLD 

in the beginning, [1] God created [2] 
the heaven and the earth. [3] Now the 
earth was unformed and void, and 
darkness was upon the surface of the 
deep; and the spirit of God moved over 
the face of the waters. 


And God said, “Let there be 
light!” [4] And there was light. 

And God saw that the light was good; 
and God divided the light from the 
darkness. God called the light Day, and 
the darkness He called Night. And 
there was evening and there was morn¬ 
ing, one day. 


[ 1 ] in the beginning: Our Rabbis said: When a king builds a palace, 
he consults an architect’s plans. 

When God created the universe, He, too, worked from a plan—the 
Torah. Before the heaven and earth were formed, the Torah existed, 
written in black fire on white fire. God looked into the Torah and 
created the world. 
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GENESIS I : 6 -I 2 


And God said, “Let there be a space 
in the midst of the waters, dividing 
them." And it was so. 

And God called the open space 
Heaven. And there was evening and 
there was morning, a second day. 

Then God said, “Let the waters be¬ 
neath the heaven be gathered into one 
place, that the dry land may appear." 
And it was so. 


And God called the dry land Earth, 
and the gathered waters He called Seas. 
And God saw that it was good. 

Then God said, “Let the earth put 
forth grass, seed-bearing plants, and 
many kinds of fruit trees.” 

And it was so. The earth brought 
forth grass, plants that yield seed, and 
trees [5] bearing fruit in which was 
seed; and God saw that it was good. 


[2] the plan of creation: Why did God say of this world that “it 
was good"? Because it was not the first that had been created. He had 
made others, but they had not pleased Him. 

Why not? Because they had been made without the Torah—in 
other words, without plan and order. Furthermore, their creatures 
were not able to choose between good and evil, to rise or to fall. Our 
world, however, is based on the Torah, which gives it plan and 
purpose. Moreover, it allows man freedom of choice: he can decide 
whether or not he will obey God’s laws. Gods hope is that man will 
rise to the greatness for which he was created. 

[3] justice versus mercy: The world could not exist if God had 
created it only in accordance with strict law and justice. At man’s 
first transgression, the world would have had to be destroyed, either 
by fire or by water. On the other hand, if God ruled by compassion 
alone, the world would be filled with evil and wickedness, as in the 
days of Sodom and Gomorrah. Therefore, God joined mercy with 
justice, and with both He ruled the world. 

To what may this be compared? To a king who possessed precious 
goblets of glass. If he poured hot water into them, they would shatter; 
cold water, they would crack. When he mixed the two, the goblets 
could hold the water. In the same way, God combined justice with 
mercy, that man might endure. 
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And there was evening and there was 
morning, a third day. 

And God said, “Let there be lights 
in the heaven to separate the day from 
the night; and let them be for signs, 
and for seasons, and for days and 
years. And let them give light upon 
the earth.” And it was so. 


And God made the two great lights: 
the greater light to rule the day, and 
the lesser light to rule the night; and 
the stars. And God set them in the 
heaven to give light upon the earth; 
and God saw that it was good. And 
there was evening and there was morn¬ 
ing, a fourth day. 


[4] let there be light: First, light was created; then the world. 
Compare this, said our Sages, to the situation of a king who wished 
to build a palace while it was yet dark, and lit lanterns to work by. 

But what was the source of the light which existed although there 
was neither sun nor moon? Rabbi Sh’muel explains: “God wrapped 
Himself in a white garment of holiness, and its radiance shone 
from one end of the world to the other.” 

Rabbi Eleazar, however, said, “The light on the first day was not 
like that of the sun, the moon and the stars which were created on 
the fourth day, but was so brilliant that man would have been able 
to see from one end of the world to the other.” Why did God take 
this light away? “Because He foresaw the sinful generation of the 
deluge, and the rebellious people of the tower of Babel.” When will 
the light be restored? “In the end of days, when all the world will 
be just and righteous and man will use the gift for good.” 


[5] the trees and the axe: On the third day were created the grass, 
and herbs, and the mighty cedars of Lebanon, and other great trees. 
The trees rose high into the air, and stood tall and proud. 

And God created iron the same day. At this the trees began to 
tremble. “Woe to us,” they wept. “The time will come when we 
shall be felled by axes made of iron.” 

God replied, “If you will live together in peace, and if there will 
be no traitor among you, disaster will not befall you; for without 
wood for axe-handles, the iron will not be able to harm you.” 
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GENESIS i:20'26 


Then God said, “Let the waters be 
filled with living creatures, and let birds 
fly above the earth in the open space of 
the sky.’’ And God created the great 
sea-beasts, and every crawling creature, 
so that the waters swarmed, and various 
kinds of winged birds; and God saw 
that it was good. 

And God blessed them, saying, “Be 
fruitful and multiply, and fill the waters 
in the seas, and let the birds increase 


on the earth.” And there was evening 
and there was morning, a fifth day. 

Now God said, “Let the earth bring 
forth the many kinds of living creatures, 
cattle, and creeping thing, and beast.” 
And it was so. 

And God made the various kinds of 
beast, and the cattle, and every creeping 
thing upon the earth; and God saw that 
it was good. 

And God said, “I will make man [6] 


[6] man created last: Why was man created last of all the crea¬ 
tures? Several explanations are given by our Sages. 

For one, let man beware, lest he become arrogant and haughty; 
for it can be said of him, “The gnat, the fly and even the mosquito 
are older than you.” 

Again, man was created last that everything might be ready for 
him. God was as a host who set a table with every delicacy and then 
welcomed the guest to his place. 

Third, man was created on Friday afternoon that he might im¬ 
mediately greet Sabbath, the Queen. 

[7] why was man created singly? Why did God create only one 
man? So that no one can boast, “I am of nobler lineage,” our Sages 
explain. All mankind is descended from the same man. All are equal 
before God. 

Hence, the families of nations cannot quarrel, saying, “We are 
greater than other peoples.” Rather, as the prophet Malachi put it, 
“Have we not all one Father?” (2:10). 

Because mankind descended from one man, the Rabbis make the 
point that he who destroys one life is as though he had slain an 
entire creation, whereas he who saves one life is as if he had saved 
all mankind. 
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GENESIS I : 26-27, 3 i; 2 : I-4, 7-9 

in My image, and in My likeness. Let 
him rule over the fish of the sea, and 
over the birds in the air, and over the 
cattle, and over all the earth, and over 
every thing that creeps upon the earth.” 
And God created man in His own 
image; in the image of God He created 
him. [7] And God saw that everything 
He had made was very good. And 
there was evening and there was morn¬ 
ing, the sixth day. 

The heaven and earth were finished, 
and all the host within them. And on 
the seventh day God ended His work 
which He had made, and He rested on 
the seventh day. [8] And God blessed 
the seventh day, and made it holy; be- 


11 

cause on it He rested from all His work 
of creation which He had made. 

This is the story of the heaven and of 
the earth when they were created. 

THE PLANTING OF THE GARDEN 
OF EDEN 

when the lord god formed man from 
the dust of the earth, [9] and breathed 
into his nostrils the breath of life, man 
became a living being. [10] Then the 
Lord God planted a garden in Eden to 
the East, and there He put the man 
whom He had formed. Out of the earth 
the Lord God made every sort of tree 
to grow, pleasant to the sight, and good 


[8] god ended his work: The Rabbis asked, “If God rested on the 
seventh day, how is it that He ended His work on it:*” 

To this they replied, “He created rest on the Sabbath, which is 
not merely the absence of work. Through rest man refreshes his spirit 
and renews his sense of life. The Sabbath, therefore, is a time for 
joy and reflection, for repose and tranquillity.” 


[9] man was created of dust: Our Sages said, “God formed Adam 
of dust from all over the world: yellow clay and white sand, black 
loam and red soil, that the earth may not declare to any race or color 
of man that he does not belong here; that this soil is not his home.” 


«•§ [ 10] the one adam: Since there was only one Adam, one might 

expect all men to be alike, yet this is not so. A human being stamps 
many coins and all are the same; but God in His glory and greatness 
stamps each man with the stamp of Adam, yet not one is like another. 
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for food. The Tree of Life was in the 
midst of the Garden, and also the Tree 
of Knowledge of good and evil. 

And the Lord God took the man, 
and put him into the Garden of Eden 
to tend it and to look after it. And the 
Lord God commanded the man, “Of 
every tree in the Garden you are free 
to eat, but from the Tree of Knowledge 
of good and evil [ 11 ] you shall not 
eat; for on the day that you eat of it 
you shall surely die.'’ 

THE CREATION OF THE WOMAN 

the lord god brought to the man every 
beast of the field, and every bird of the 
air, to see what he would call them. 


GENESIS 2:9, 15-17, 19-20, 18, 21-23 

And whatever he would call each living 
creature, that was to be its name. 

And the man gave names to all cattle, 
and to the birds of the air, and to every 
beast; but for Adam himself no helper 
was found who was like him. And the 
Lord God said, “It is not good that man 
should be alone; I will make a helper 
for him.” 

And the Lord God caused a deep sleep 
to fall upon the man; and when he 
slept, He took one of his ribs, and closed 
up the flesh. And the rib, which the 
Lord God had taken from the man, 
He fashioned into a woman, and brought 
her to the man. [12] And the man 
said, “This is now bone of my bones, 
and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called 


[ I I ] THE TREE OF LIFE AND THE TREE OF KNOWLEDGE: The Bible 
speaks of two trees: the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge. 
Why are they mentioned together? 

The Tree of Life was tall, and shaded the entire Garden. The Tree 
of Knowledge, though shorter, surrounded the other. No one could 
touch the Tree of Life until he had penetrated the Tree of 
Knowledge. 

<+§ [ 12] god brings eve to adam: There is a Midrash that God Himself 

sanctified the union of Adam and Eve, for the lifelong relationship 
between a man and a woman is sacred to Him. He Himself took 
Eve by the hand and brought her to Adam. He said to the angels, 
“Come, let us prepare the wedding ceremony.” 

The angels surrounded the canopy, and God pronounced the 
blessing upon the bridal couple. The angels played upon musical 
instruments and danced to entertain the bride and groom. 
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Woman, because she was taken out 
of Man.” Therefore shall a man leave 
his father and his mother, and shall, 
cleave unto his wife, and they shall be 
one flesh. 

And God blessed them, and He said 
to them, "Be fruitful and multiply, and 
fill the earth, and master it; and rule 
over the fish of the sea, over the birds 
of the air, and over every living thing.” 

And they both were naked, the man 
and his wife, and felt no.shame. 

THE SERPENT 

now the serpent was the most cunning 
of all the creatures that the Lord God 
had made. And he said to the woman, 
"Has God said that you shall not eat 
from any tree in the Garden?” 

And the woman said to the serpent, 
"From the fruit of the trees of the 
Garden we may eat; only of the fruit 
of the tree which is in the midst of 
the Garden God has said: You shall not 
eat of it, nor touch it, lest you die.” 


And the serpent said to the woman, 
"You surely would not die; for God 
knows that on the day you eat of it, 
your eyes shall be opened, and you 
shall be like God and know good from , 
evil.” 

When the woman saw that the tree 
was good for food, and that it was a 
delight to the eyes, she took of its 
fruit, and ate. [13] She also gave some 
to her husband, and he ate. And the 
eyes of both of them were opened, and 
they realized that they were naked. So 
they sewed fig-leaves together, and made 
themselves coverings. 

Toward the cool of the day, they 
heard the voice of the Lord God in the 
Garden. And Adam and Eve hid them¬ 
selves from the Lord God among the 
trees. 

THE PUNISHMENT FOR THE 

FIRST SIN 

the lord god called to the man, "Where 
are you?” 


[13] the tree of knowledge: How was it that Eve broke God’s 
command so soon? To keep her from temptation, Adam had told her 
that God forbade them even to touch the Tree of Knowledge. In 
adding to God’s words, Adam brought trouble upon them. 

Of all the creatures, the serpent was the superior. He stood up¬ 
right on two feet, and his height equaled the camel’s. As king of 
the animals, he was jealous of Adam. Carefully, he planned the con¬ 
versation that was to bring about the downfall of man. "Is it true, 
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GENESIS 3:10-21,23-24 


And he replied, “I heard Thy voice in 
the Garden, and because I was naked 
I hid myself.” 

And He said, "Who told you that you 
were naked? Have you eaten from the 
tree of which I forbade you to eat?” 
And the man said, “The woman whom 
Thou gavest me, she gave me of the 
tree, and I ate.” 

Then the Lord God said to the 
woman, "What is this you have done?” 
And the woman said, "The serpent 
tricked me, and I ate.” 

The Lord God said to the serpent, 
"Cursed shall you be among all the 
beasts of the field; upon your belly shall 
you go. And there shall be hatred 
between you and the woman, and be¬ 
tween your children and her children.” 

To the woman He said, "In pain shall 
you bring forth children; and your hus¬ 
band shall rule over you.” 


And to Adam God said, "Because you 
have listened to the voice of your wife 
and have eaten from the tree from which 
I forbade you to eat, cursed be the 
earth because of you. Thorns and thistles 
shall it bring forth for you. By the 
sweat of your brow you shall earn your 
living, until you return to the ground, 
for dust you are and unto dust you shall 
return.” 

And the man called his wife’s name 
Eve [Life], because she was the mother 
of all living. 

And the Lord God made for Adam 
and his wife garments of skins and 
clothed them. 

So the Lord God expelled man from 
the Garden of Eden. He drove the 
man out, and He placed the cherubim at 
the east of the Garden of Eden with 
flaming, whirling sword, to bar the way 
to the Tree of Life. 


Eve,” he began, "that Adam has said you may eat of every tree in 
the Garden?” 

"We may not so much as touch the Tree of Knowledge,” Eve re¬ 
plied, "lest we be stricken.” 

At this, the serpent pushed her against the Tree. "You see,” he 
said, "nothing has happened! Neither will you die if you eat of the 
fruit. God Himself ate from this Tree before He created the world. 
If you eat from it, you, too, will be able to create worlds.” 

"My master, Adam, did not speak the truth,” Eve thought to her¬ 
self. Thereupon she succumbed to the serpent and ate of the fruit 
of the Tree of Knowledge. 

*7DNri 


Tpsx n»T3 

I • • “ — <* « 


nnx ids; ^ ,nnp^ naao *0 nDian 7X is; nn\ 

T - T T • T I I-\ TV* * T T “I T V * l * V V 




2* GENESIS [ 4 -n] 


CAIN AND ABEL 

and eve gave birth to Cain; and she later 
gave birth to his brother Abel. 

Abel was a shepherd, and Cain was 
a tiller of the soil. And in the course 
of time, Cain brought from the fruit 
of the earth an offering to the Lord. 
And Abel also brought an offering to 
the Lord from the choicest of the first¬ 
born of his flock. 

The Lord took notice of Abel and 


his offering, but of Cain and his offering 
He took no notice. And Cain became 
very angry, and his face fell. 

Then the Lord said to Cain, “Why are 
you angry, and why is your face fallen? 
If you do right, you shall be happy, 
but if you do not do right, sin lies in 
wait at the door.” 

And it came to pass when Cain and 
Abel were in the field, that Cain 
turned on his brother Abel and slew 
him. [i] 


[i] cain and abel: The slaying of Abel by Cain was not entirely 
unforewarned. As youths the two brothers had often quarreled. To 
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GENESIS 4:9-13, 15 


Then the Lord said to Cain, “Where 
is your brother Abel?” And Cain an¬ 
swered, “I do not know; am I my 
brother’s keeper?” [2] 

And He said, “What have you done? 
The voice of your brother’s blood cries 
to Me from the earth. [3] The earth 
has opened its mouth to receive your 
brother’s blood from your hand. When 
you till the soil, it shall never again 


give you its full strength. A fugitive 
and a wanderer shall you be on the 
earth.” 

And Cain said to the Lord, “My 
punishment is greater than I can bear.” 

And the Lord said to him, “Therefore 
anyone who kills Cain shall suffer 
vengeance sevenfold.” And the Lord put 
a mark on Cain, lest anyone who met 
him should kill him. 


keep them apart, Adam, their father, gave them different occupations. 
Cain, the elder, became a farmer; Abel, a shepherd. 

Real strife broke out when the brothers offered sacrifices to God. 
Abel selected the best of his flocks, but Cain offered that which was 
left from his own meal. God did not accept this halfhearted service. 

Cain considered himself wronged, and the brothers quarreled. “Let 
us separate, and divide our possessions between us,” Cain suggested. 
Abel agreed. 

“You will take the cattle and sheep,” Cain continued, “and I shall 
take the land.” Abel accepted this, too. 

However, when Abel took his herd to pasture the next morning, 
he was confronted by Cain, who demanded, “Get off my land! The 
earth is mine!” 

“Your garment is wool,” Abel countered. “Take it off! It is mine!” 
And the brothers came to blows again. 

Abel fled, but Cain pursued and overtook him. The struggle began 
anew, but Abel overpowered his brother and threw him to the ground. 
The terrified Cain now began to plead, “Are we not brothers? If you 
kill me, what will you say to our father?” 

Abel responded to his brother’s pleading and released him. But as 
Abel walked away, Cain rose, seized a stone and hurled it at Abel 
and slew him. 
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THE GENERATIONS FROM ADAM 
TO NOAH 

when god created man, in the like¬ 
ness of God made He him. Male and 
female created He them, and blessed 
them. These are Adam's descendants: 
Adam was the father of Seth; 

Seth fathered Enosh; 

Enosh fathered Kenan; 

Kenan fathered Mahalalel; 

Mahalalel fathered Jared; 

Jared fathered Enoch; 

Enoch fathered Methuselah; 
Methuselah fathered Lamech; 

And Lamech had a son, and called 
him Noah; 


And Noah lived to be five hundred 
years old; and he was the father of 
Shem, Ham, and Japheth. 

THE STORY OF THE FLOOD 

the earth was filled with corruption 
and violence. And the Lord saw that 
the wickedness of the man on the 
earth was great. And the Lord regretted 
that He had made man on the earth, 
and it grieved Him deeply. Therefore 
the Lord said, “I will blot out mankind 
that I have created from the face of 
the earth; both man and beast, and 
creeping thing and birds of the air, for 
I regret that I have made them.” 


[2] am 1 my brother's keeper? “Am I responsible?” was Cain’s 
challenge to God. “If two gladiators fight before a king and one is 
killed, is not the king to blame that he did not stop the contest? Are 
not You at fault, O God, because You did not command me to halt?” 

“I made you in My image,” God replied, “with a brain and a soul. 
Were I to direct your every act, you would be no more than a puppet. 
You have a will of your own, and are responsible for your actions.” 

[3] the voice of your brother's blood: This brief line raises two 
questions: Does blood have a voice? And, why does the Hebrew use 
the plural, d’me, “bloods”? 

When Abel was slain, the Rabbis explained, all the children who 
would have been born to him, and their children, and theirs after 
them to the end of time, came and wept before the Lord because 
they would not know life. 
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GENESIS 6:8-9, I 3 -I 4 , I 7 -l 8 


But Noah found favor in the eyes of 
the Lord, because Noah was righteous 
and wholehearted. [4] Noah walked 
with God. 

And God said to Noah, [5] “The 
end of all living things is come before 
Me, for the earth is filled with violence 
through them; and I will destroy them 


from the earth. [6] Make yourself an 
ark of gopher wood. Make the ark with 
rooms, and cover it with pitch inside 
and out. 

“I will bring a flood upon the earth, 
to destroy every creature with the breath 
of life in it; everything on the earth 
shall perish. But I will make My cove- 


[4] noah was a good and just man: We know that Abraham was 
a righteous man, but long before he lived, Noah too was said to be 
righteous and good. “How did one recognize the just and good man,” 
the Rabbis asked, “in the days before the Torah and its command¬ 
ments had been given to Moses? What is required of the non-Jew?” 

We are told that the sons of Noah received seven commandments 
which, if obeyed, would earn them God’s love. The commandments 
forbade idolatry, murder, theft, unchastity, severe cruelty to animals, 
or profaning the Name of God; and required that they settle disputes 
by law, not by force. 

[5] noah, the inventor: According to legend, Noah was a bene¬ 
factor to mankind because he introduced the plow, the hoe, the scythe 
and the sickle. Until his time, man had to tend the land with his bare 
hands. Since the soil was not properly prepared, no one could be 
sure what would grow. If he sowed wheat, oats might sprout, because 
the wheat seeds had been planted so shallowly that the wind often 
blew them away and brought seeds of oats or rye or weeds. The 
sprouts might be choked by weeds; crops could not be harvested 
properly. 

After Noah taught mankind the use of tools, the earth could be 
plowed to the proper depth; plants were hoed, grew abundantly and 
were easily harvested. The yield increased a hundredfold; the world 
prospered, and there was food for the generations of men. 
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GENESIS 6: l8-22; 7:7, I I-I2 
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nant with you; and you shall go into the 
ark, you, and your sons, and your wife, 
and your sons’ wives. 

“Of all living creatures, two of every 
kind you shall bring in the ark, to keep 
them alive. They shall be male and 
female of each kind, of the bird, of the 
cattle, and of every creeping thing on 
the ground, two of every kind shall 
come with you, to keep them alive. Take 


also with you some of every kind of 
food that is eaten, and store it for food 
for you, and for them.” And Noah did 
just as God had commanded him. 

Noah, and his sons, and his wife, and 
his sons’ wives went into the ark to 
escape the waters of the flood. 

Then were all the fountains of the 
great deep released and the floodgates 
of heaven were opened. And it rained 


[6] 1 will destroy them: Instead of being grateful for their prosper¬ 
ity, men became arrogant and rebellious. God patiently overlooked 
transgression and idolatry, but when men robbed the poor, the orphan 
and the widow, corrupted justice and shed innocent blood, God 
determined to punish them. 

Because Noah was righteous, God told him of His distress at man’s 
iniquity; nonetheless, He did not destroy the evildoers without warn¬ 
ing, for God is merciful and long-suffering, slow to anger and abun¬ 
dant in goodness. He instructed Noah, “Make an ark of gopher wood, 
but do not hasten as you build it; perchance the people will repent 
and be saved.” 

Noah began by planting trees for the wood. “Why are you planting 
trees?” the people asked curiously. 

“God has commanded me to build an ark,” Noah replied, “for He 
will bring a flood upon the earth to destroy every living thing.” The 
others laughed at him. 

Year after year, Noah tended the trees, and the onlookers con¬ 
tinued to ask, “Why do you do this labor?” Noah’s answer was always 
the same: “God will bring a flood because men are wicked.” 

Season followed season for one-hundred and twenty-five years, and 
still the people jeered and laughed at Noah. When God saw that 
they did not repent, the flood began. 
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forty days and forty nights. The flood 
continued for forty days on the earth. 
And the waters rose, and the ark floated 
upon the face of the waters. And 
the waters increased higher and higher, 
and all the high mountains were covered. 

Every creature that moved upon the 
earth perished, bird, and cattle, and 
beast, and every swarming thing, and 
every man; everything in whose nostrils 
was the breath of life, died. Only Noah 
was left, and those who were with him 
in the ark. 

And God remembered Noah, and all 
that were with him in the ark. And 
God caused a wind to pass over the 
earth, and the waters calmed; the foun¬ 
tains of the deep and the floodgates of 
heaven were closed, and the rain from 
heaven was stopped. And the waters 
became less and less upon the earth. 

And at the end of forty days Noah 
opened the window he had made in 
the ark, and sent forth a raven. It went 
flying back and forth until the waters 
were dried up. Then he sent forth a 
dove to see if the waters had ceased 


GENESIS 7: 12, 17-23; 8 : 1-3, 6-20 

from the land. But the dove found no 
resting place for the sole of her foot, 
so she returned to him. And Noah put 
out his hand and took her, and brought 
her into the ark. 

He waited another seven days, and 
again he sent the dove out of the ark. 
And the dove came back to him at 
evening; and there in her beak was a 
freshly-plucked olive leaf; [7] so Noah 
knew that the waters had subsided. 

And he waited another seven days, 
and he sent forth the dove; and she did 
not return to him again. 

It came to pass in the first month, on 
the first day of the month, Noah re¬ 
moved the covering of the ark and 
looked, and saw that the surface of the 
earth was dry. 

And God said to Noah, “Come out 
of the ark, you, and your wife, and your 
sons, and your sons’ wives. Bring out 
with you every living thing.” 

So Noah came out, and with him his 
sons, and his wife, and his sons’ wives; 
and every creature. 

And Noah built an altar to the Lord, 


[7] why an olive LEAF 1 ? When the dove returned to the ark, she 
held an olive leaf in her beak. “Why the leaf of an olive tree?” our 
Sages pondered. 

They answered, “Because the dove said: rather food which is 
provided by God, though it be bitter, than that of man, be it sweet 
as honey.” 
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GENESIS 8:20-22; 9:8-13, 18-19; Ii:i -5 

and made an offering on the altar. And 
the Lord said to Himself, “I will never 
again curse the earth because of man's 
evil. Neither will I again destroy every 
thing living, as I have done. 

“As long as the earth exists, 
Seedtime and harvest, 

Cold and heat, 

Summer and winter, 

Day and night, 

Shall not cease." 


THE RAINBOW 

and god spoke to Noah, and to his 
sons with him, saying, “I now establish 
My covenant with you, and with your 
children after you, and with every living 
creature that is with you: the birds, 
the cattle, and every beast with you; with 
all that came out of the ark. And I will 
establish My covenant that never again 
will there be a flood to destroy the 
earth." 

And God said, “This is the sign of 
the covenant which I make between 
Me and you and every living creature 
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that is with you, to endless generations: 
I have set My rainbow in the cloud, 
and it shall be a sign of a covenant 
between Me and the earth." 

And the sons of Noah that went forth 
from the ark were Shem, Ham and 
Japheth. And sons were born to them 
after the flood, and from them the whole 
earth was populated. 

THE TOWER OF BABEL 

now the whole earth had one language 
and the same words. And it came to 
pass, when they migrated from the east, 
that they found a plain in the land of 
Shinar, and they settled there. 

And they said to one another, “Let 
us make bricks and bake them thor¬ 
oughly." 

And they said, “Come, let us build 
ourselves a city, and a tower with its top 
in heaven. [8] Thus we will make a 
name for ourselves, so that we may not 
be scattered abroad upon the face of the 
whole earth.” 

And the Lord saw the city and the 


[8] the tower of babel: “Let us build a city," said King Nimrod, 
“and a tower so high that it will reach the heaven. We shall inscribe 
our names on its bricks and be remembered forever." 

Thus Nimrod rebelled against God, the Rabbis pointed out. Men 
were so prosperous that they no longer put their trust in Him. Some 
said, “Why did God choose to dwell in heaven, while to us is given 
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GENESIS 11:5-9 


tower which the children of man had 
built. And the Lord said, “They are one 
people, and they all have one language; 
yet this is what they begin to do. Now 
nothing which they decide to do will 
be impossible for them. Come, let us 
go down, and make a babble of their 


language that they will not understand 
one another’s speech.” [9] 

So the Lord scattered them over the 
face of all the earth; and they had to 
cease building the city. That is why its 
name was Babel: because there the Lord 
made a babble of their language. 


the earth? We will mount to heaven, dethrone Him, and dwell 
there.” 

Others cried, “Let us put our idols in heaven in His place.” 

“Let us go up to heaven,” shouted another, “and war on Him with 
our bows and arrows!” 

They decided to erect a tower that would reach the skies. Nimrod 
assembled six hundred thousand workers for the task. 

The tower was built with great cunning. On the east side were 
steps by which to ascend; on the west, steps to go down. The struc¬ 
ture grew to such a height that it took a year to reach the top, and 
a brick became more precious to the builders than a human being. 
If a man fell to his death, no one mourned; but if a brick dropped, 
the workmen wailed and tore their hair, because it would take a year 
to replace it. 

Men lived on the tower all their lives. They married, bred chil¬ 
dren and reared them without setting foot on ground. Because Nim¬ 
rod was more concerned with the tower than with those who built it, 
he sent up bricks rather than food; only when the men refused to 
work did he send up food enough, so that the tower would be finished. 

[9] THEY COULD NOT UNDERSTAND ONE ANOTHER: God Saw the tOWer, 

and became angry. He confounded the language of the builders so 
that they could not understand one another. If one asked for mortar, 
the other might hand him a brick, which the* first, in his anger, would 
throw at his partner. As a result, the work stopped and the builders 
were scattered. 
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GENESIS [ 11 — 16 ] 


FROM SHEM TO ABRAHAM 

these are the descendants of Shem, 
ancestor of all the children of Eber [the 
Hebrews], 

Shem's son was Arpachshad; 
Arpachshad’s son was Shelah; 
Shelah’s son was Eber; 


Eber’s son was Peleg; 

Peleg’s son was Reu; 

Rcu’s son was Serug; 

Serug’s son was Nahor; 

Nahor’s son was Terah; 

Terah’s sons were Abram, [i] Nahor, 
and Haran; 

Haran was the father of Lot. 


[i] the birth of abram: One evening as King Nimrod walked in 
his garden, a brilliant star appeared in the sky. Nimrod watched 
as it swung across the heavens, growing larger and larger until it 
seemed to swallow the four brightest stars. Then it plunged down¬ 
ward, to hover over a nearby house. 

Nimrod summoned the royal astrologers and pointed out the star, 
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GENESIS 11:28-29 


Haran died during the lifetime of 
his father Terah. And Abram and Nahor 


each married: the name of Abram’s wife 
was Sarai; and the name of Nahor’s 


gleaming steadily over a house beyond the park. As they all stared, 
the star lifted itself high, and disappeared into the heavens. “What 
does this portend?” Nimrod asked. 

In the morning the wizards returned with their answer. “The star 
stood above the house of Terah, a maker of idols,” they said. “Last 
night a son was born to Terah’s wife. This boy will become so great 
that his fame will outshine that of the four greatest kings of our age.” 

Nimrod determined that the boy would not live. He sent for Terah, 
and said, “I want the boy who has been born to you. I will give you 
one hundred pieces of gold for him.” Terah paled, for Nimrod’s 
every word was law. 

“Before I answer, O king, may I tell you what befell me yesterday?” 
Terah asked. “A man of wealth came to me and offered me a stable 
filled with oats and hay in return for my only horse. O king, shall I 
sell my horse for this great price?” 

“Stupid man, of what use is fodder without a horse?” replied the 
king. 

Terah bowed his head. “Of what value to me is all the gold in the 
world, if I have no son?” 

In rage, Nimrod cried, “Sell me your son or both of you shall die!” 
Terah left in fear and trembling. 

Terah’s wife wept bitterly when she heard the story. It so chanced, 
however, that the infant son of a slave died in the night. Terah took 
its body to the palace, and Nimrod was satisfied that Abram, Terah’s 
newborn son, was dead. 

[1] abram seeks god: Terah hid Abram in a cave high on a moun¬ 
tain. There the lad grew up alone, with none to teach or guide him. 
Yet he learned for himself the greatest truth of existence—of God who 
rules the world. 

One night the boy had gazed up at the stars, and marveled, “How 
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^5 


wife was Milcah. And Sarai was barren; son Abram, his grandson Lot, and his 

she had no child. And Terah took his daughter-in-law Sarai, and set out with 


beautiful are the moon and stars! They must be gods.” He bowed 
low before them, and worshiped. 

The night passed, and the sun rose. ‘The warmth and light of the 
sun,” Abram observed, “have driven away the moon and the stars. 
Surely the sun is god over all!” He bowed low to the sun. 

Clouds came and hid the light of the sun; then a wind drove the 
clouds before it. Abram realized that all these were but part of the 
world and its wonders. “There must be a ruler over all the world,” 
he pondered, “over the sun, the moon and the constellations, over all 
the creatures of the earth. I shall worship only the Creator and Ruler 
of the universe.” 

Abram bowed before the unseen God, and spoke a prayer in his 
heart. Suddenly a voice answered, saying, “Here am I, My son.” 

[1] abram and the idol shop: One day Terah climbed the moun¬ 
tain, and there, to his delight, he found Abram alive and well. Terah 
brought him back to Ur. 

A maker of idols, Terah carved images of wood and stone, which 
he sold in his shop. One day he went to market and left the boy to 
take care of the shop. 

Soon a man came to buy an idol to protect his home, and Abram 
showed him an idol that was fierce of countenance. Greatly pleased, 
the man selected it as his god. 

The lad could not contain himself. “How old are you?” he asked. 

“I am fifty years of age, and have been a soldier for more than 
thirty years,” was the answer. 

Abram laughed. “You are fifty, whereas this idol was carved by 
my father only last week. And though you are a seasoned warrior, 
you seek protection from it!” Startled, the man left the shop. 

An old woman entered next. “My house has been robbed, and my 
god was stolen from me. Sell me another,” she said. 
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genesis 11:3i-32; 12:1-3 


them from Ur of the Chaldees to go 
into the land of Canaan. [2] But when 
they came to the city of Haran, they 
settled there. And Ter^h died in Haran. 

ABRAM ARRIVES IN CANAAN 

now the lord said to Abram, “Get you 


up out of yo ur country, and from your 
kinsmen, and from your father’s house, 
and go to the land that I will show you. 
And I will make of you a great nation, 
and I will bless you and make your name 
great, so that you will be a blessing. 
And I will bless them that bless you, and 


Abram smiled. “Your idol could not protect even himself, yet you 
wish to buy another!” The woman ran out angrily. 

[1] the idol smasher: Abram looked at the rows of idols about him, 
and picked up an axe. He smashed all but the largest of them, and 
put the axe in its hands. When Terah returned, he found the shop 
littered with fragments, while only the large idol remained whole. 
“Who has done this?” he cried, appalled. 

Abram was ready with an answer. “The idols were hungry, and 
I brought them food. The big god seized your axe, killed them all, 
and ate all the food himself.” 

Terah stared at the boy. “Abram, you are mocking me! You know 
well that idols can neither move, nor eat, nor perform any act.” 

And then Abram said to his father, “Father, let your ears hear what 
your tongue speaks.” 


abram leaves ur: Nimrod continued to persecute Terah and his 
family, and the time came when Abram left, taking his father and 
all his household with him. 

The Rabbis asked, “Why did not God protect Abram so that he 
need not leave?” 

They answered that God wished him to spread His truths through¬ 
out the world. The Midrash says that Abram was like a vial of per¬ 
fume: when he remained in Ur, it was as if the vial were tightly 
sealed, and none knew its value or enjoyed its scent. When Abram 
left, it was as though the vial were opened and its fragrance shared. 
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GENESIS 12:3, 5-7, 9 


2 7 


any one that curses you I will curse; and 
in you shall all the families of the earth 
be blessed.” 

So Abram took his wife Sarai, and 
his nephew Lot, with all their posses¬ 
sions that they had accumulated, and 
the souls that they had acquired in 
Haran; [3] and they set out for the 
land of Canaan; and into the land of 
Canaan they came. 


And Abram passed through the land 
as far as Shechem. [4] The Canaanites 
were then in the land. 

And the Lord appeared to Abram and 
said, “To your children I will give this 
land.” 

And Abram built there an altar to 
the Lord, who appeared to him. And 
then Abram journeyed, going on his 
way to the Negev. 


[3] the souls they had acquired: All the wise men of the earth 
together could not create a mosquito. Yet we read that Abram was 
“acquiring souls,” (the Hebrew refers to “the souls he created”). 
How does one “create souls”: 1 

He who brings a person near to God is as though he had created 
him, answers the Midrash. 

Soon after Terah and his family settled in Haran, the Haranites 
heard tell of Abram and his good works. Because he was hospitable, 
gave freely to the needy, and executed righteousness, his name was 
blessed. 

“All that you do, prospers,” the Haranites told him. “Teach us, 
that we may do that which is right before God and man.” 

Thus Abram “created souls.” 

[4] the journey to canaan: Why did Abram pass through Aram- 
naharaim, a good land and fertile, to settle elsewhere? Because he 
saw that its people depended on the richness of the land, and lived 
lives of idleness, with feasting and drinking throughout the day. “O 
Lord,” Abram prayed, “may I be preserved from living as do these!” 

When he came to Shechem, Abram saw that its people worked dili¬ 
gently, plowing and lowing, harvesting and threshing, and that each 
man shared in the labor. These Abram blessed; and he prayed, “O 
Lord, may my lot be as theirs!” 
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GENESIS 13:2, 5-16 


ABRAM PARTS FROM LOT 

abram was very rich in cattle, in silver 
and in gold. And Lot, who went with 
Abram, also had flocks and herds and 
tents, so that the land could not support 
them staying together. And quarrels 
arose between the herdmen of Abram's 
cattle and of Lot’s cattle. [5] 

Then Abram said to Lot, “I beg you, 
let there be no strife between you and 
me, nor between my herdmen and your 
herdmen; for we are kinsmen. Is not 
the whole land open to you? Separate 
yourself, please, from me. If you go 
to the left, then I will go to the right; 
or if you take the right, then I will go 
to the left.” 


Lot looked and saw that all the plain 
of the Jordan was well watered every¬ 
where, like the garden of the Lord, like 
the land of Egypt. So Lot chose all the 
plain of the Jordan. 

So they parted one from another. 
Abram dwelt in the land of Canaan, 
and Lot settled in the cities of the Plain, 
and moved his tent as far as Sodom. 
Now the men of Sodom were wicked 
and sinned against the Lord greatly. 

And the Lord said to Abram, after Lot 
had parted from him, “Raise your eyes 
now, and look from the place where 
you are, to the north and to the south, 
to the east and to the west; for all the 
land that you see I will give to you and 
to your descendants forever. And I will 
make your descendants as the dust of 


^5 [5] the shepherd’s quarrel: Abram gave his shepherds a purse, 

saying, “Give this gold to the owners of the land, that our herds may 
not trespass when they graze.” This his men did. Moreover, they 
muzzled the cattle so that they would not graze in fields through 
which they passed. 

Lot’s men, however, pastured their sheep without permission. 
Abram’s shepherds said to them, “Why do you pasture on land which 
is not your master’s?” The servants of Lot replied, “Did not God say 
to Abram: To you and to your descendants will I give all this land? 
Since Abram is childless, Lot will inherit his possessions. Therefore, 
this land on which the flocks graze really belongs to Lot.” 

When Abram heard of this he said to Lot, “Kinsman, let us 
separate and go each his way.” 


3 ,nEn nfcTpi naan niiDs ,otf n m Dipan p hxt i tits; rt 

• T TT T J ■ **T T IVT T T T T " Y I T “ * • ; I 7 •• T T 

.D*7iS7 ty nurix nxn nnx "itfx yixn Vd nx 




GENESIS 13:16-18; 14:1-3, IO-16, 18-23 

the earth; so only if one can count the 
dust of the earth shall your descendants 
be counted. Arise, walk throughout the 
land, [6] for I will give it to you.” 

And Abram moved his tent and went 
to dwell beside the oaks of Mamre, 
which are in Hebron. And there he 
built an altar to the Lord. 

ABRAM IN BATTLE WITH FOUR KINGS 

the king of Shinar, the king of Ellasar, 
the king of Elam, and the king of Goiim 
made war against the king of Sodom, 
and against the king of Gomorrah, the 
king of Admah, the king of Zeboiim, and 
the king of Bela—the four against the 
five. They joined in the valley of Siddim, 
which is the Salt Sea. 

Now the valley of Siddim was full 
of slime pits. The kings of Sodom and 
Gomorrah fled, and they fell there; and 
the survivors fled to the mountains. The 
victors seized all the goods and provisions 
of Sodom and Gomorrah, and went their 
way. And they carried off Lot, the 
nephew of Abram, and his goods; for 
he was living in Sodom. 

A fugitive came and told Abram. 
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And when Abram heard that his kins¬ 
man had been taken captive, he called 
out his trained men, born in his house, 
three hundred and eighteen men, and 
went in pursuit as far as Dan. He and 
his servants fell upon the enemy at 
night and defeated them, and pursued 
them as far as Hobah, which is on the 
left side of Damascus. And he recovered 
all the goods, and also brought back his 
kinsman Lot, and his goods, and the 
women and the people. 

And Melchizedek, the king of Salem, 
brought forth bread and wine; and he 
was a priest of God Most High. And 
he blessed him and said, “Blessed be 
Abram of God Most High, Creator of 
heaven and earth. And blessed be God 
Most High, who has delivered your 
enemies into your hand.” And he gave 
him a tenth of all. 

The king of Sodom said to Abram, 
“Give me the people, and keep the 
goods for yourself.” 

But Abram said to the king of Sodom, 
“I have lifted my hand to the Lord, God 
Most High, Creator of heaven and 
earth, that I will not take anything 
that is yours, not a thread or a shoelace, 


[6] walk through the land: Why did God tell Abram to walk 
through the land after He promised it to him? Only he who knows 
the land can possess it. 
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lest you say: It was I who made Abram 
rich. Only let the men who went with 
me take their share/' 

GODS COVENANT WITH ABRAM 

after these events, the word of the 
Lord came to Abram in a vision, saying, 
“Fear not, Abram, I am your shield. Your 
reward shall be very great.” 

And Abram said, “O Lord God, what 
canst Thou give me when I am childless, 
and my heir will be my steward, Eliezer 
of Damascus?” 

And the word of the Lord came to 
him, saying, “This man shall not be 
your heir; but one born to you shall be 
your heir.” 

Then He took Abram outside and 
said, “Now look at the sky, and count 


genesis 14:23-24; 15:1-2,4-6, 12-15, 17-18 

the stars. Are you able to count them? 
So shall be your descendants.” And 
Abram trusted in the Lord. 

And it came to pass that, when the 
sun was going down, a deep sleep fell 
upon Abram; and a dread, like a great 
darkness, came over him. And God 
said to Abram, “Know that your de¬ 
scendants shall be strangers in a land 
that is not theirs, and shall be enslaved 
and oppressed for four hundred years. 
But I will judge that nation which they 
will serve; and afterward they shall come 
out with great wealth. But you shall go 
to your fathers in peace; you shall be 
buried in a good old age.” 

And when the sun went down and 
it was very dark, there appeared a 
smoking furnace and a flaming torch. [7] 
On that day the Lord made a covenant 


[7] a smoking furnace: Why did a great dread descend on Abra¬ 
ham, and why did he see a fiery furnace and a torch? 

The future which God was promising him was not one of ease 
and wealth, but of stern obligation. The covenant demanded that 
Abraham and his descendants accept justice and righteousness as a 
way of life, and that they carry God’s message to the world. 

It is not easy to accept such a role. Because the future would be 
difficult, the vision came with darkness and dread. The furnace was 
the symbol of the suffering of the Jew; the torch, that he would be 
a light unto the nations. 

Despite the burden that lay ahead, Abraham trusted in the Lord. 
Such true faith is in itself considered righteousness. 

To this day the Jews live according to this vision and the covenant. 
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GENESIS 15: l8; l6: I, 3, 15-16 

with Abram, saying, “To your descend¬ 
ants do I give this land.” 

ISHMAEL IS BORN 

now abram’s wife Sarai bore him no 
children; and she had an Egyptian maid 


3i 

whose name was Hagar. And Sarai took 
Hagar, and gave her in marriage to her 
husband Abram. 

And Hagar bore a son to Abram; 
and Abram named his son, whom Hagar 
bore, Ishmael. And Abram was eighty-six 
years old when Ishmael was born. 
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4♦ GENESIS [ I7 - 2I ] 


NEW NAMES—ABRAHAM AND SARAH 

when abram was ninety-nine years old, 
the Lord appeared to Abram and said to 
him, “I am El Shaddai; walk before Me, 
and be blameless. And I will establish 
My covenant between Me and you, 
and will make you great in number.” 
And Abram bowed low as God spoke 
to him. “My covenant is with you, and 
you shall be the father of a multitude of 
nations. Therefore, your name shall no 
longer be called Abram, but it shall be 
Abraham. As for Sarai, your wife, you 


shall not call her Sarai, but Sarah. And 
moreover, I will bless her, and I will give 
you a son by her.” 

Then Abraham bowed low, but he 
laughed and he said to himself, “Can 
he who is one hundred years old become 
a father? Or can Sarah, who is ninety, 
bear a child?” So he said to God, “May 
Ishmael live before Thee!” 

But God said, “Nevertheless, your 
wife Sarah shall bear you a son, and 
you shall name him Isaac; and I will 
establish My covenant with him as an 
everlasting covenant to his children after 
him. As for Ishmael, I have heard you; 
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and indeed, I have blessed him, and will 
multiply him greatly. He shall be the 
father of twelve princes, and I will make 
him a great nation. But My covenant I 
will establish with Isaac, whom Sarah 
shall bear to you at this season in the 
next year. 

“This is My covenant, which you shall 
keep, between Me and you and your 
descendants after you throughout all 
generations; every male among you shall 


be circumcised. And this shall be a token 
of the covenant between Me and you. 
And he that is eight days old shall be 
circumcised.” 


THREE MEN VISIT ABRAHAM 

as abraham was sitting at the entrance 
of his tent [1] in the heat of the day, he 
looked up and saw three men standing 
near him. When he saw them, he ran 


[1] the hospitable abraham: Abraham lived for many years in 
Beer-sheba, where he built a gracious dwelling. It stood in the midst 
of a beautiful garden which had gates facing in every direction, so 
that travelers might find their way inside with ease. 

Abraham became known far and wide because his home was open, 
day and night, to any traveler or wandering beggar. If his guest was 
hungry, Abraham gave him food; if he needed clothing, Abraham 
gave him garments; and he provided him with food and money for 
his journey. 

When thanked, Abraham had one reply, “Do not thank me. Give 
thanks to God, who provides food and drink to all His creatures.” 
Then the visitor would acknowledge God, and bless Him. Thus, 
Abraham’s home was not only a place of rest for the weary wanderer, 
but also of the teaching of the knowledge of God and His Law. 

One stormy night, an old man stumbled across the threshold. Abra¬ 
ham made a fire to warm the wanderer. He washed his feet, gave 
him fresh garments, and served him food. 

“Now I will thank my god who led me to your dwelling,” the old 
man said. From his bosom he took a small wooden idol, and before 
it he knelt in prayer. 

Abraham spoke softly, “Old man, are you not ashamed to bow 
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GENESIS 18: 2-8 


to meet them and bowed down to the 
ground, and said, “My lords, if I have 
found favor in your eyes, please do not 
pass by without stopping with your 
servant. Let a little water be brought and 
wash your feet, and recline under the 
tree while I fetch a bit of bread to 
refresh you. After that, you may go 
on your way/' And they said, “Do as 
you have said.” 

Abraham hurried into the tent to 


Sarah and said, “Make ready quickly 
three measures of fine flour, knead it, 
and make cakes.” 

And Abraham ran to the herd and 
fetched a calf, tender and good, and 
gave it to the servant, who hastened to 
prepare it. 

And he took curd and milk and the 
calf which had been prepared, and set 
it before them. And he waited on them 
under the tree as they ate. 


before a piece of carved wood, an image made by the hand of man? 
Thank the true God who created the heaven and the earth.” 

The stranger interrupted him. “This is the god which I have wor¬ 
shiped all my days. I will not forsake him.” 

Angered, Abraham drove him from the house. The old man went 
out into the night. 

Abraham lay upon his bed, but could not sleep. Then God’s voice 
spoke: “Where is the old man whom you sheltered from the storm?” 

“I drove the idolater from my house,” Abraham answered, “for I 
could tolerate him no longer.” 

“I have tolerated him for full seventy years,” said God, “and for 
full seventy years kept him and sustained him. But you could not 
endure him a single night!” 

Shame-faced, Abraham went out into the darkness to bring back 
the old man. He apologized and promised the stranger that he could 
worship as he chose. 

The next morning, God revealed Himself to Abraham, and said, 
“As you overcame your pride before the old man, so will I be long- 
suffering and forgiving to your descendants. Though they rebel and 
turn from Me so that I must punish them, it will be with compassion. 
Never will I abandon them. I will remember My covenant: they will 
be My people, and I will be their God.” 
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And they said to him, “Where is your 
wife Sarah?” 

And he said, “Inside the tent.” 

Then one said, “I will return to you 
next year at this season; and Sarah, your 
wife, shall have a son.” 

Sarah was listening behind the tent 
door. Now Abraham and Sarah were 
very old. And Sarah laughed to herself, 
and said, “I am old, and my lord is old 
also. Can I bear a child at this age?” 

Then the Lord said to Abraham, 
“Why did Sarah laugh, saying: Can I 
really bear a child, when I am so old? 
Is anything impossible for the Lord? At 
the set time I will return to you, and 
Sarah shall have a son.” 

Then the men rose, and turned to¬ 


ward Sodom; and Abraham went with 
them to see them off. 

And the Lord said, “Shall I hide from 
Abraham what I am about to do? I have 
singled him out that he may instruct 
his children and his family after him, 
to keep the way of the Lord, to do 
righteousness and justice.” 

ABRAHAM PRAYS FOR SODOM 

the lord said, “The outcry of Sodom 
and Gomorrah is great, and their sins are 
very grave. I will go down, [2] and see 
whether they have done altogether ac¬ 
cording to the outcry that has reached 
Me. [3] And if not, I will know.” 

But Abraham stood before the Lord 


*+§ [2] 1 will go down: Why did God Himself descend to see how 

Sodom and Gomorrah sinned? Did He not see from above? 

From this example is derived the Jewish law that no judge may 
determine innocence or guilt without facing the accused. 

[3] the outcry that has reached me: Those who lived in Sodom 
and Gomorrah were the richest of all men. Their land blossomed as 
the Garden of Eden. Its stones were sapphire, and its dust gold. The 
trees were heavy with fruit, and crops sprang untended from the soil. 

As their wealth grew, so did their greed. “We do not wish strangers 
among us,” they said. “They come here to take something from us.” 
Any traveler who strayed into their cities was made to regret that he 
had come. 

If by chance a poor man wandered their way, they welcomed him 
with false smiles, and gave him marked coins. When he tried to buy 
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GENESIS 18:23-29 


and said, “Wilt Thou destroy the right¬ 
eous along with the guilty? Suppose 
there are fifty righteous men in the city; 
wilt Thou still destroy and not spare 
the place for the sake of the fifty right¬ 
eous men who are in it? Far be it from 
Thee to do such a thing, to make the 
righteous perish with the wicked, so 
that good and bad fare alike. Shall not 
the Judge of all the earth act justly?” 

And the Lord said, “If I find fifty 


righteous men within the city, I will 
forgive the entire place for their sake.” 

Abraham answered and said, “Now 
that I have dared to speak to the Lord, 
I who am but dust and ashes, [4] sup¬ 
pose there are five short of the fifty 
righteous men; wilt Thou destroy the 
whole city for lack of five?” 

And He replied, “I will not destroy 
it if I will find forty-five there.” 

Abraham spoke to Him still again. 


food, no one would accept the marked coins, and the stranger starved 
though his purse was full. When he had perished, each man took 
back his marked coins. 

They did not look after widows and orphans, though they hun¬ 
gered. They devised evil each against his fellow, seized gold by op¬ 
pression, and in their laws favored the rich over the poor. Despite 
their greed, iniquity and shedding of innocent blood, God did not 
smite them—for He is gracious and long-suffering—until a certain 
cry reached His ears. 

It came about through the friendship of two young girls. The 
father of one was robbed of all he possessed by a gang of clever 
thieves. They had asked him to guard fifty gold coins which they 
had secretly dipped in an aromatic oil. Soon after, they broke into 
his house and stole all his money as well as their own gold, which 
they located easily by its scent. What is more, they brought him to 
trial and demanded the money they had entrusted to him. Because 
he could not pay it, he was sold into slavery. His family was left 
penniless. 

One day his daughter met her friend at the well. “Why are you 
so pale?” the second girl asked. 

I am faint for food,” she replied. “It is two days since I have 
eaten.” 

Wait here until I come back,” her companion said. When she 
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and said, “Perhaps forty will be found 
there?’’ 

And He said, “I will not do it for 
the sake of forty.” 

Then Abraham said, “Oh, let not the 
Lord be angry if I should say: perhaps 
thirty will be found there.” 


And the Lord said, “I will not do it 
if I find thirty.” 

And Abraham said, “Now that I 
have dared to speak to the Lord, sup¬ 
pose twenty are found there?” 

And He said, “I will not destroy it 
for the sake of twenty.” 


returned, she murmured, “Let us exchange pitchers.” Her pitcher 
was full of flour. 

For some days the friend smuggled food to the hungry girl, until 
the men of Sodom sought to know how the poor family survived. 
When they learned the answer, the kind-hearted girl was arrested 
and condemned to death. Her body was smeared with honey and 
she was bound between two beehives. The girl screamed in agony as 
the bees stung her to death. 

It was then that the Lord said, “The outcry of Sodom and Gomor¬ 
rah is great. I will go down.” 

[4] 1 have dared to speak: How dared Abraham question God? 
His act may seem bold, but it typifies the relationship of the Jew to 
God. Abraham was only the first who acted in the Jewish tradition 
that injustice must be protested, even to God Himself. 

It was in this spirit that, in a time of great oppression, Rabbi Levi 
Yitzhak of Berditchev stood before the open Aron Kodesh and con¬ 
tended with God: 

“Oh, Master of the world, 

I, Levi Yitzhak, son of Sarah of Berditchev, 

Come in judgment against You 
In behalf of Your people, Israel. 

What do You want of Your people? 

Why do You afflict us? 

I shall not stir from here, 

Until there be an end to this. 

Magnified and sanctified be His great Name!” 
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Then Abraham said, “Oh, let not the 
Lord be angry if I should speak once 
more: perhaps ten shall be found there.” 

And the Lord said, “I will not destroy 
it for the sake of ten.” 

The Lord went His way when He 
had finished speaking to Abraham, and 
Abraham returned to his place. 

THE DESTRUCTION OF SODOM 

AND GOMORRAH 

the two angels came to Sodom at 
evening, and Lot was sitting at the gate 
of Sodom. When Lot saw them, he rose 
and greeted them; and he bowed to the 
ground, and he said, “If you please, my 
lords, come into your servant’s house and 
stay the night, and wash your feet. 
Then you may rise early and go on 
your way.” 

They said, “No, we will pass the night 
in the street.” 

But Lot urged them strongly, so that 
they went to his house. He prepared a 
feast for them, and he baked unleavened 
bread, and they ate. 

But before they lay down, the men 
of Sodom, young and old, surrounded 
the house. And they shouted to Lot, 
Where are the men who came to you 
tonight? Bring them out to us, and we 
will know what to do to them.” 

Lot went to the door and said, “I pray 


you, my friends, do not be wicked. 
Do nothing to these men, as they have 
come under the shelter of my roof.” 

But they said, “Get out of the way!” 
and added, “This fellow came to us 
as a stranger, and now he acts the 
judge. We will deal with you worse 
than with them.” 

They pressed hard against Lot, and 
tried to reach the door and break it. 
But the angels reached out their hands 
and pulled Lot into the house, and 
shut the door. And they struck the men 
that were at the door with blindness 
so that they searched in vain for the 
entrance. 

And the angels said to Lot, “Is there 
anyone else here belonging to you-sons- 
in-law, sons, daughters, or anyone at all 
that belongs to you in the city? Take 
them out of the place, for we are about 
to destroy it, because the outcry is so 
great before the Lord that He has sent 
us to destroy it.” 

And Lot went out and spoke to his 
sons-in-law. “Leave this place at once, 
for the Lord will destroy the city.” But 
his sons-in-law thought he was jesting. 

When dawn appeared, the angels has¬ 
tened Lot, saying, “Hurry, take your wife 
and your two daughters that are here; 
otherwise you will be swept away in the 
iniquity of the city.” 

But Lot hesitated, and the angels 
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seized his hand, and the hand of his wife, 
and the hands of his two daughters, be¬ 
cause the Lord had pity on them. They 
brought him out, and set him outside the 
city, and one said, “Escape for your life! 
Do not look behind you, nor stop any¬ 
where in the Plain. Fly to the hills, lest 
you be swept away!” 

And Lot said to them, “Oh, no, if your 
servant has found favor in your eyes, 
and in your mercy you have saved my 
life, I cannot escape to the mountains. 
The disaster may overtake me, and I 
will die. Here is a town nearby, and it 
is a little one; oh, let me escape there, 
and save my life.” 

And He said to him, “See, I grant you 
this also; I will not destroy the town of 
which you have spoken. Hurry, and fly 
there, for I can do nothing till you have 
come there.” 

As the sun rose over the earth, Lot 
came to Zoar, which was the name of 
the town. Then the Lord rained sulphur 
and fire from heaven on Sodom and 
Gomorrah. And He destroyed these cit¬ 
ies, and all the Plain, with all its inhabi¬ 
tants and everything that grew. But Lot’s 


wife looked back, and she became a pil¬ 
lar of salt. 

In the morning, Abraham went to the 
place where he had stood before the 
Lord. And he looked out toward Sodom 
and Gomorrah, and toward all the region 
of the Plain, and saw the smoke from 
the land rising like the smoke of a 
furnace. 

THE BIRTH OF ISAAC 

the lord kept His promise to Sarah as 
He had said. At the set time she bore a 
son to Abraham in his old age. And 
Abraham gave the name of Isaac to his 
son whom Sarah had borne to him. 

And Abraham circumcised Isaac when 
he was eight days old, as God had com¬ 
manded. Abraham was one hundred 
years old when his son Isaac was born 
to him. 

And Sarah said, “God has brought me 
laughter; everyone who hears will laugh 
with me.” 

The child grew and was weaned. And 
Abraham made a great feast on the day 
Isaac was weaned. 
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THE BINDING OF ISAAC—AKEDAH 

it came to pass that God put Abraham 
to test, and said to him, “Abraham.” And 
he answered, “Here I am.” 

And He said, “Take your son, [i] 


your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and 
go to the land of Moriah; and offer him 
there as a burnt-offering upon one of the 
hills which I will tell you of.” [2] 

Abraham rose early in the morning, 
and saddled his donkey, [3] and took 


[1] take your son! The Hebrew reads kah-na, which means “please 
take your son.” Why did God say “please” to a mortal? Because He 
recognized how difficult His command was, said the Rabbis, but 
knew its lesson was important to mankind. 

After Isaac had been released and the ram sacrificed, the puzzled 
father questioned the Lord. “Well You know, O Lord, that I would 
not withhold from You either my son or my soul. Why, therefore, 
did You find need to test me so?” 
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two of his servants with him, and his son 
Isaac. And he cut wood for the burnt- 
offering, and set out for the place of 
which God had told him. 

On the third day Abraham raised his 


eyes and saw the place in the distance. 
Then Abraham said to his servants, 
“Stay here with the donkey while I and 
the boy will go there, and we will wor¬ 
ship and return to you.” 


“That the world might know why I chose you from all others,” 
was the reply, “when they witnessed your loyalty and trust in Me. 

“And also because there are those who offer their first-born to their 
gods. I, the God of Righteousness, do not wish such offerings. You 
suffered an agony of fear that the world might know that human 
sacrifice is an abomination to Me.” 

[2] one of the hills: Why was a certain hill chosen over any other? 
Legend says that on opposite sides of this mount there lived two 
brothers. One was married and had sons and daughters, the other 
was unwed. 

One moonlit night, after the harvest had been gathered, the 
brothers sat each in his own house. “My brother is alone,” the mar¬ 
ried man was thinking. “There is no one to care for him when he 
grows old. He should have a larger share of the harvest. I shall take 
him a sack of wheat to store up for the time of his need.” 

At the same time the other brother was saying to himself, “My 
brother has many mouths to feed. It is not right that I share equally 
with him in the harvest. I shall bring him an extra sack in secret, 
so that his family will not want.” 

Both brothers rose and left their homes. Each filled a sack from 
his portion of the wheat. They climbed the hill from opposite sides, 
each bent under a heavy sack. At the summit of the hill they met 
in the moonlight. There they recognized each other, and took in the 
meaning of the gifts they bore. As they embraced, the Lord looked 
down and said, “This place is holy. Here shall My glory rest.” 

It was here that Abraham bound Isaac as a sacrifice, and here that 
the holy Temple was erected. 
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GENESIS 22 : 6-13 


Abraham took the wood for the burnt- 
offering, and put it upon his son Isaac; 
and he took in his hand the fire and the 
knife; and the two of them went to¬ 
gether. [4] 

And Isaac said to his father Abraham, 
“My father.” 

And Abraham answered, “Here I am, 
my son.” 

And he said, “Here are the fire and 
the wood, but where is the lamb for a 
burnt-offering?” 

And Abraham said, “God Himself 
will provide the lamb for a burnt-offer¬ 
ing, my son.” 

So they went, both of them together. 
And they came to the place of which 
God had told him; and Abraham built 


the altar there, and laid the wood in 
order, and bound Isaac his son, and laid 
him on the altar, upon the wood. As 
Abraham put out his hand and took the 
knife to slay his son, the angel of the 
Lord called to him from heaven, “Abra¬ 
ham, Abraham!” [5] 

And he replied, “Here I am.” 

And he said, “Do not lay your hand 
on the boy, neither do anything to him; 
for now I know that you revere God, for 
you did not withhold your son, your only 
son from Me.” 

Abraham looked up, and saw behind 
him a ram caught in the brushwood by 
its horns. And Abraham took the ram, 
and offered it up as a burnt-offering in 
place of his son. 


[3] abraham saddled his donkey: Why did not Abraham summon 
his servants for so menial a task? 

When God commands, reply our Sages, one does not call a servant. 
Abraham rose early and performed the service himself. 

[4] the two of them went together: The ancient legends tell us 
that Satan, who had instigated the entire matter of the sacrifice, 
tried to make the trial harder for Abraham by telling Isaac his fate. 
Neither Abraham nor Isaac heeded him, however. The reason? Not 
even the truth is accepted from the liar and the scorner. 

[5] the angel of the lord: It was the Lord who commanded that 
Abraham offer up his son, but an angel who told him to desist. Of 
this the Rabbis say: to destroy we need the authority of God Himself, 
but even the smallest angel can serve to show mercy. 
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And the angel of the Lord called to 
Abraham a second time from heaven, 
and said, “The Lord says, because you 
have done this, and have not withheld 
your son, your only son, I will bless you, 
and will make your descendants as nu¬ 
merous as the stars of the heaven, and as 
the sand upon the seashore. And all the 
nations of the earth shall be blessed 
through your descendants, because you 
obeyed My command.” 

So Abraham returned to his servants, 
and together they went to Beer-sheba. 

THE DEATH OF SARAH 

the life of Sarah was one hundred and 
twenty-seven years. And Sarah died in 
Hebron, in the land of Canaan; and 
Abraham came to mourn for Sarah, and 
to weep for her. 

Then Abraham rose from the side of 
his dead, and said to the children of 
Heth, “I am a stranger among you, but I 
live here. Sell me a burial-place for my 
dead.” 

And the children of Heth answered 
Abraham, “You are a mighty prince 
among us; in the best of our burial- 
places bury your dead.” 

Abraham rose and bowed to the peo¬ 
ple of the land, the Hittites, and he said 
to them, “If you consent that I bury my 
dead, entreat Ephron the son of Zohar 
on my behalf, that he may give me the 


Cave of Machpelah, which belongs to 
him. Let him sell it to me in your pres¬ 
ence for the full price as a burial- 
ground.” 

Ephron the Hittite answered Abra¬ 
ham in the hearing of all, saying, “No, 
my lord, hear me. I give you the field, 
and I give you the cave that is in it. In 
the presence of my kinsmen I give it to 
you. Bury your dead.” 

And Abraham bowed before the peo¬ 
ple of the land. And he spoke to Ephron 
in their presence, saying, “Please hear 
me out! I will give you the price of the 
field. Take it from me, and I will burv 
my dead there.” 

And Ephron answered Abraham, “My 
lord, listen to me: a piece of land worth 
four hundred shekels of silver, what is 
that between me and you? Bury your 
dead.” 

Abraham accepted Ephron’s offer; 
and Abraham weighed the silver, which 
he had named in the hearing of the 
children of Heth, four hundred shekels 
of silver, the current money among the 
merchants. 

So the field of Ephron, which was in 
Machpelah, facing Mamre, and the cave 
which was in it, and all the trees that 
were in the field, passed into the posses¬ 
sion of Abraham. 

And Abraham buried Sarah his wife 
in the cave in the field of Machpelah, 
in Hebron, in the land of Canaan. 
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ABRAHAM SENDS ELIEZER TO 
ARAMNAHARAIM 

now abraham was old, well-advanced 
in years; and the Lord had blessed Abra¬ 
ham in all things. And Abraham said to 
the oldest servant of his house, who had 
charge over all that he had, “Swear by 
the Lord, the God of heaven and the 


God of the earth, that you will not let 
my son marry a daughter of the Canaan- 
ites, among whom I dwell; but you will 
go to my country and to my kindred, and 
take a wife for my son Isaac.” [1] 

And the servant said to him, “Suppose 
the woman will not be willing to follow 
me to this land, am I to take your son 
back to the land from which you came?” 


[1] a daughter of the canaanites: Abraham commanded Eliezer 
not to allow Isaac to marry a Canaanite; however, Laban and his 
family were also idol-worshipers. What advantage was there in a wife 
from afar, who was also a pagan? 

Some Rabbis explained that the Canaanite religion was worse than 
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And Abraham said to him, “Beware 
that you do not take my son back there! 
The Lord, the God of heaven, who took 
me from my father’s house and from the 
land of my birth, and who spoke to me 
and who swore to me, saying: 'To your 
descendants will I give this land;’ He 
will send His angel before you, and you 
shall take a wife for my son from there. 
And if the woman is not willing to fol¬ 
low you, then you shall be free from this 
oath to me; but do not take my son back 
there.’’ 

And the servant swore to Abraham to 
do this thing. So the servant took ten of 
his master’s camels and set out, bearing 
with him many of his master’s valuables. 
And he went to Aram-naharaim, to the 
city of Nahor. 

It was evening, the time that women 
come out to draw water, when he made 
the camels kneel outside the city by 


the well. And he said, “O Lord, the God 
of my master Abraham, give me success 
today and show kindness to my master 
Abraham. Here I stand by the well, and 
the daughters of the men of the city 
come out to draw water. Let the maiden 
to whom I say: Please, lower your pitcher 
for me to drink, answer: Drink, and I 
will give your camels drink also; let her 
be the one whom Thou hast appointed 
for Thy servant Isaac; and by this I shall 
know that Thou hast shown kindness 
to my master.” 

ELIEZER MEETS REBEKAH 

before he had finished speaking, Re- 
bekah came out with her pitcher upon 
her shoulder. [2] She was the daughter 
of Bethuel, the grandson of Nahor, Abra¬ 
ham’s brother. And the girl was very 
beautiful; and she went down to the 


the Haranite religion, because it included child sacrifice and other 
abominations. 

Others believed that Abraham feared that a Canaanite girl, living 
near her friends and family, would hold on to pagan customs. A 
Haranite, however, finding Canaanite ways foreign, would not be 
lured by them nor lead Isaac astray. 

*+§ [ 2] rebekah: Rebekah was born at the very moment that Sarah died. 

She grew to be a beautiful girl who found favor in everyone’s eyes. 
Although her father was rich and gave her maids and servants, she 
helped in the home, even when very young. She went to the well 
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spring and filled her pitcher. As she came 
up, the servant ran to meet her and said, 
“Please let me drink a little water from 
your pitcher." 

And she said, “Drink, sir;” and she 
quickly lowered the pitcher and let him 
drink. When he had drunk his fill she 
said, “I will draw for your camels also." 

She hurriedly emptied her pitcher into 
the trough, and ran to the well to draw 
more water and drew for all his camels. 
And the man gazed steadily at her, and 
wondered in silence whether the Lord 
had made his journey successful or not. 

When the camels had finished drink¬ 
ing, the man took a gold ring and two 
heavy golden bracelets, and he said, 
“Whose daughter are you, please tell me. 
Is there room in your father’s house for 
us to lodge?" 

And she said to him, “I am the daugh¬ 
ter of Bethuel, the grandson of Nahor." 
And she added, “We have straw and 
fodder enough, and room to lodge 
in." [3] 

And the man bowed his head, and 
kneeled before the Lord. And he said, 


“Blessed be the Lord, the God of my 
master Abraham, who has not forsaken 
His kindness and truth to my master; the 
Lord has led me to the house of my 
master’s brethren.” 

And the girl ran, and told her mother’s 
household all that had happened. 

REBEKAH LEAVES HER HOME 

rebekah had a brother named Laban. 
When he saw the ring and the bracelets, 
and when he heard Rebekah’s words, he 
went out to the man at the well. 

And Laban said, “Come in, blessed of 
the Lord. Why do you stand outside 
when I have cleared the house and made 
room for the camels?” 

Eliezer came into the house, and the 
camels were unharnessed and given 
straw and fodder, and water was brought 
to wash his feet and the feet of the men 
with him. Then food was set before him; 
but he said, “I will not eat until I have 
made known my errand." 

And Laban said, “Speak on." 

And the man said, “I am the servant 


for water, in place of the servants, in order to meet the villagers and 
to see if any needed help. 

Although Rebekah went out of her way to help the poor, there was 
little of kindness or charity among the other Llaranites, her own 
family included. Therefore, when Eliezer told her how kind Isaac 
and his father were, she was pleased. 
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of Abraham. The Lord has blessed my 
master greatly, and he has become very 
rich. He has given him flocks and herds, 
silver and gold, menservants and maid¬ 
servants, camels and donkeys. And 
Sarah, my master’s wife, bore a son to 
my master when she was old; and he is 
leaving him everything he has. And my 
master made me swear, saying: You 
shall not take a wife for my son of the 
daughters of the Canaanites, in whose 
land I dwell. But you shall go to my 
father’s home, and take a wife for my 
son from my kindred. And I said to my 
master: Perhaps the woman will not fol¬ 
low me! And he said to me: The Lord, 
in whose path I walk, will send His 
angel with you and prosper your way; 
and you shall take a wife for my son of 


my kindred, and of my father’s house. 
And now, if you will deal kindly and 
honorably with my master, tell me, and 
if not, tell me; that I may turn one way 
or another.” 

Then Laban and Bethuel answered, 
“This is the Lord’s doing; we dare not 
say anything. Here is Rebekah. Take her 
and go, and let her become the wife of 
your master’s son, as the Lord has 
spoken.” 

When Abraham’s servant heard their 
words, he bowed down to the earth be¬ 
fore the Lord. Then he brought out 
jewels of silver, and jewels of gold, and 
clothing, and gave them to Rebekah. He 
also gave precious gifts to her brother 
and to her mother. 

Then he and the men with him ate 


[3] the gracious rebekah: At the well, Eliezer saw a comely maiden 
approaching with a jug on her shoulder. She stopped beside a crying 
child, whose foot had been cut on a sharp stone. She washed the 
wound and bound it with her kerchief. “Do not worry,” she com¬ 
forted him. “It soon will heal.” 

A half-blind woman had come to the well to draw water. Rebekah 
helped her carry the full pitcher to her home. When she returned, 
Eliezer asked, “Will you give me a little water?” 

“Drink, sir,” she said, lowering her pitcher. Then she drew water 
for his camels. The other girls mocked her because she served a 
stranger, but she ignored their jeers. 

Eliezer felt this was a suitable wife for Isaac, for she was kind as 
well as beautiful. “Whose daughter are you?” he inquired. When 
she told him, Eliezer blessed God who had not forsaken Abraham. 
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and drank, and stayed the night. When 
they arose in the morning, he said, “Send 
me away to my master." 

But Rebekah's brother and mother 
said, “Let the maiden stay with us a few 
days, at least ten; after that she shall go.” 

But he said, “Do not delay me, since 
God has prospered my way. Let me go 
that I may return to my master/' 

And they said, “We will call the 
maiden, and ask her wishes." [4] And 
they called Rebekah and said to her, 
“Will you go with this man?" 

And she said, “I will go." 

So they sent Rebekah off with her 
nurse, and Abraham's servant and his 
men. And they blessed Rebekah, saying 
to her, “May you become the mother of 
thousands of ten thousands, and may 


your descendants possess the gates of 
their enemies." 

And the servant took Rebekah and her 
maids, and went his way. 

REBEKAH BECOMES THE WIFE 

OF ISAAC 

one evening, Isaac went out to meditate 
in the field; and he lifted up his eyes, 
and there he saw camels coming. 

And Rebekah looked up, and when 
she saw Isaac she dismounted from the 
camel. And she said to the servant, 
“Who is this man walking in the field 
toward us?" 

And the servant answered, “It is my 
master." So she took her veil, and cov¬ 
ered herself. 


[4] we will call the maiden and ask her wishes: This line in¬ 
dicates, say our Rabbis, that a woman cannot be given in marriage 
by her father or older brother against her wishes. She must be asked 
and give her assent. 

[5] Isaac was comforted: Isaac had loved his mother dearly, our 
Sages said, for she had been a worthy and gracious woman, good to 
the poor, her door ever open to the needy. She baked fresh loaves for 
the Sabbath, kindled the Sabbath lights, and kept the festivals. 
When she died, there was sorrow among all the people. 

Rebekah took Sarah’s place. Once more the poor were welcomed; 
the lights twinkled in blessing every Sabbath and holiday; and joy 
returned to the home of Abraham and Isaac. So Isaac was comforted 
for his mother. 
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Then the servant told Isaac all the 
things that he had done. And Isaac 
brought Rebekah to his mother’s tent, 
and took her as his wife; and he loved 
her. Thus Isaac was comforted for his 
mother. [5] 

THE DEATH OF ABRAHAM 

and abraham lived a hundred and sev¬ 


enty-five years; and he died at a ripe old 
age. And his sons, Isaac and Ishmael, 
buried him in the Cave of Machpelah, 
in the field of Ephron, the field which 
Abraham had purchased from the chil¬ 
dren of Heth. There Abraham was bur¬ 
ied with his wife Sarah. 

And after the death of Abraham, God 
blessed his son Isaac. 
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ESAU AND JACOB ARE BORN 

Isaac was forty years old when he mar¬ 
ried Rebekah. And Isaac prayed to God 
on behalf of his wife, because she was 
barren. The Lord heard his prayers, and 
Rebekah became pregnant. And the 


children struggled within her; [1] and 
she said, ‘'If it is to be like this, why do 
I live?” 

So she inquired of the Lord. And the 
Lord said to her, 

‘‘Two nations are in your body, 

And two peoples shall be separated 
from you; 


[1] the struggling of Jacob and esau: Though twins, Esau and 
Jacob were entirely different from one another. Esau was selfish and 
cruel; Jacob was virtuous. Even before they were born, they began 
their eternal quarreling. 

Each brother wished to be born first, so as to win the birthright. 
When Esau threatened to kill their mother, Jacob let him go first, 
but held on to his heel. 
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And the one people shall be 
stronger than the other; 

And the elder shall serve the 
younger." 

When the time of delivery came, there 
were indeed twins within her. And the 
first-born was ruddy, and hairy all over; 
so they called him Esau [the hairy one]. 
Then his brother was born, with his 
hand holding on to Esau’s heels; and so 


his name was called Jacob [one who 
holds by the heel]. And Isaac was sixty 
years old when they were born. 

The boys grew up; and Esau became 
a skillful hunter, a man of the field; but 
Jacob was a quiet man, [2] dwelling in 
tents. [3] 

Now Isaac loved Esau, because he 
was fond of game; [4] and Rebekah 
loved Jacob. 


[2] jacob was a quiet man: “Why did Isaac favor Esau?” the 
Rabbis asked. “Could he not see that Jacob was the faithful son?” 

It was hard to judge Esau and Jacob when they were young. All 
trees look alike when they are shoots; when they mature, one may 
be green and fruitful, the other dry and covered with thorns. Both 
brothers went to school in their childhood, and their ways did not 
part until their thirteenth year. Then Jacob continued to study in the 
Bet ha-Midrash of Shem and Eber, but Esau became a hunter and 
a worshiper of idols. 


[3] the hunter versus the dweller in tents: Esau was a tireless 
hunter who enjoyed the excitement of tracking and killing animals; 
Jacob liked to study the wisdom taught in the academies. 

Through the centuries ever since, the descendants of Jacob have 
abhorred war, and have rejoiced in study and in doing of good deeds. 
Their models have been heroes of the spirit: prophets and scholars. 
The descendants of Esau, however, have been warriors; their delight 
has been in warfare, and their peacetime spent in bloody sports. 


[4] fond of game: The Hebrew words tzayid b’fiv are usually trans¬ 
lated to mean “fond of game.” That is, Isaac favored his son Esau 
because of the kind of food he brought him. But these words can 
also be translated “skillful with his mouth.” Esau was a deceiver, 
adept at flattery; he fooled Isaac. 
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ESAU SELLS HIS BIRTHRIGHT 

one time, when Jacob was making pot¬ 
tage, Esau came in from the field, and he 
was famished. And Esau said to Jacob, 
“Let me swallow some of this red pot¬ 
tage, for I am famished.” [5] 

But Jacob said, “Sell me first your 
birthright.” 

And Esau said, “I am at the point of 
dying, so what use is this birthright to 
me?” 

Then Jacob said, “Swear to me first.” 

And Esau gave him his oath, and he 
sold his birthright to Jacob. Then Jacob 
gave Esau bread and stewed lentils; and 


he ate and drank, and rose and went his 
way. Thus Esau despised his birth¬ 
right. [6] 

ISAAC AND THE WELLS 

there was A famine in the land, besides 
the first famine that was in the days of 
Abraham. And Isaac went to Abimelech, 
king of the Philistines, in Gerar. 

And the Lord appeared to him and 
said, “Do not go down to Egypt; stay in 
this land for a while, and I will be with 
you, and will bless you. To you and to 
your children I will give all these lands, 
to fulfill the oath which I swore to Abra 


[5] LET ME SWALLOW SOME OF THIS RED POTTAGE: Esau asked Jacob, 
“Why are you preparing lentils?” 

“Our grandfather Abraham has passed away, and I am preparing 
lentils for our father’s mourner’s meal,” Jacob replied. “You know 
that lentils and eggs are the mourner’s meal, for they are round as 
a wheel. Life too is like a wheel: for every death there is a birth; 
life ends, and life begins.” 

Esau’s voice was harsh. “The old man died, like anyone else. 
Abraham, the friend of God, is gone too!” He looked at the pot of 
food. “Come, give me some of your lentil pottage! I am famished!” 

“I did not prepare it for you,” Jacob replied. 

“I’ll give you my birthright for the pottage,” his brother offered. 
Jacob was shocked. “Your birthright!” 

“Of what use is my birthright?” said the other. “I am a hunter, 
always close to death. Whatever I can get today, I take.” 

So Esau sold his birthright to Jacob for a bowl of lentils. 
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ham. And I will multiply your descend¬ 
ants as the stars of heaven, so that all the 
nations of the earth will bless one an¬ 
other by them, because Abraham lis¬ 
tened to My voice and observed My 
commandments, My statutes, and My 
laws.” 

And Isaac dwelled in Gerar. And 
Isaac sowed a crop in that land, and ob¬ 
tained that year a hundredfold; and the 
Lord blessed him. And the man became 
great, and grew more and more until he 
was very great. He had flocks of sheep, 
and herds of cattle, and a great house¬ 
hold; and the Philistines envied him. 

And all the wells which his father’s 
servants had dug in the time of Abraham 
his father, the Philistines had stopped 
up and filled them with earth. 

And Abimelech said to Isaac, "Go 
from us, for you have grown too power¬ 
ful for us.” 

Isaac left there, and settled in the 
valley of Gerar. He reopened the wells 


of water which had been dug in the days 
of Abraham his father, but which the 
Philistines had stopped up after Abra¬ 
ham’s death. And he gave them the same 
names his father had called them. But 
when Isaac’s servants dug in the valley 
and found there a well of living water, 
the herdmen of Gerar disputed over it, 
saying, "The water is ours.” 

So Isaac’s servants dug in another 
place, and the herdmen of Gerar dis¬ 
puted over that also. So he moved from 
there, and dug another well; and there 
was no dispute over this. And he called 
it Rehoboth; and he said, "For now the 
Lord has made room for us.” 

And he went up from there to Beer- 
sheba. And the Lord appeared to him 
the same night, and said, "I am the God 
of Abraham, vour father. Do not fear, 
for I am with you, and will bless you, 
and multiply your children for the sake 
of My servant Abraham.” 

And Isaac built an altar there, and 


[6] esau despised his birthright: How do we know that Esau 
despised his birthright? Because he brought his friends to Jacob’s 
tent and said to them, "Look at the fool! I ate his lentils, drank his 
wine, and do you know what I gave him for these good things? My 
birthright!” 

They all laughed at Jacob and jeered at him. 

Later, however, Esau complained that Jacob had deceived him and 
had taken the birthright away by cunning. 
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called upon the name of the Lord, and 
pitched his tent there. 

Then Abimelech came to him from 
Gerar, with his friends. And Isaac said 
to them, “Why have you come to me, 
seeing that you hate me, and drove me 
away from you?” 

And they said, “We saw plainly that 
the Lord was with you, and we said: Let 
there be an oath between us and you. 
Let us make a covenant with you, that 
you will do us no harm, as we have not 
touched you, but have sent you away in 
peace. You are indeed the blessed of the 
Lord.” 

And he made a feast for them, and 
they ate and drank. When they arose in 
the morning, they swore to one another; 
and they departed from him in peace. 
And it came to pass that same day that 
Isaac’s servant came and told him about 


the well which they had dug, and said 
to him, “We have found water.” 

So Isaac called the place Shibah [for¬ 
tunate]. Therefore the name of the city 
is Beer-sheba to this day. 


JACOB GETS HIS FATHERS BLESSING 

when Isaac had become old and his 
eyes were too dim to see, he called Esau, 
his elder son, and said to him, “My son.” 

And Esau replied, “Here I am.” 

Then Isaac said, “See, I am old, and 
know not the day of my death. There¬ 
fore, please take your quiver and your 
bow, and go out to the field, and get 
some game for me. Then make me a 
tasty dish, such as I love, and bring it 
to me to eat, that my soul may bless you 
before I die.” 

So Esau went to the field to hunt for 


[7] my brother’s blessing: When Rebekah told Jacob to prepare 
the meat that he might receive Isaac’s blessing, he protested, “I can¬ 
not take my brother’s blessing.” 

But Rebekah insisted, “Esau holds the worship of God in contempt. 
Why, then, should he receive God’s blessing?” Still Jacob refused 
to go. 

Then Rebekah said, “If there is a sin in this, let it be on my soul. 
It is Esau’s mother who says he does not deserve the blessing, for he 
spurns God and takes foreign wives. I command you to take his 
place!” 

Only then, and reluctantly, did Jacob prepare to go in to Isaac. 
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game to bring to Isaac. Rebekah was 
listening when Isaac spoke to his son 
Esau. And she said to Jacob, “I heard 
your father say to your brother Esau: 
Bring me some game and make me a 
tasty dish, that I may bless you before 
the Lord before I die. Now, my son, lis¬ 
ten to that which I command you. Go to 
the flock and get me two choice kids; and 
I will make them into a savory dish for 
your father, such as he loves. Then you 
will bring it to your father to eat, so that 
he may bless you before he dies.” 

And Jacob said to his mother, “But my 
brother Esau is a hairv man, while I am 
smooth-skinned. Perhaps my father will 
touch me, and I shall seem to him a 
deceiver; and I shall bring a curse on 
myself, not a blessing.” [7] 

But his mother said, “Let any curse 
for you, my son, fall on me; only obey 
me, and go fetch them for me.” 

Jacob went and fetched, and brought 
them to his mother; and his mother 
made a tasty dish, such as his father 
loved. And Rebekah took the finest 


clothes of Esau, her elder son, which she 
had in the house, and put them on 
Jacob, her younger son. And she put the 
skins of the kids upon his hands and 
upon the smoothness of his neck. She 
put into the hands of her son Jacob the 
savory food and the bread which she had 
prepared. Then he went to his father 
and said, “My father.” 

And he said, “Here I am; who are you, 
my son?” 

Jacob said to his father, “I am Esau, 
your first-born; I have done as you bade 
me. Sit up, I beg you, and eat of my 
game, that you may give me your 
blessing.” 

And Isaac said to his son, “How is it 
that you have found it so quickly, my 
son?” 

And he said, “Because the Lord, your 
God, gave me good fortune.” 

Isaac then said to Jacob, “Come near, 
my son, that I may feel you, to see 
whether you are really my son Esau, or 
not.” [8] 

And Jacob drew close to his father, 


[8] come near that i may feel you: Why did Isaac doubt Jacob 
when he brought him food in Esau’s place? Because Jacob answered 
that the Lord had helped him in the hunt. Even though he had 
been careful to say, “The Lord, your God,” Isaac was suspicious, for 
it was not Esau’s way to mention the Lord. Therefore he asked to 
feel him. 
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who felt him and said, ‘The voice is the 
voice of Jacob, but the hands are the 
hands of Esau.” He did not recognize 
him, because his hands were hairy. 

And Isaac said, “Serve me, and I will 
eat of my sons game that I may give you 
my blessing.” 

So Jacob brought it to him, and he 
ate; and he brought him wine, and he 
drank. Then his father Isaac said to him, 
“Come close now, and kiss me, my son.” 

And he came near, and kissed him. 
And when Isaac smelled his clothing, he 
blessed him, saying, “The smell of my 
son is like the smell of a field which the 
Lord has blessed. 

“May God give you of the dew of 
heaven 

And of the fat of the earth, 

And abundance of grain and wine. 
Let peoples serve you, 

And nations bow down to you. 

Be master over your brothers, 

And let your mother’s sons bow 
down to you. 

Cursed be everyone who curses you, 
And blessed be everyone who 
blesses you.” 


No sooner had Isaac finished blessing 
Jacob, and Jacob scarcely had left the 
presence of his father, than his brother 
Esau came in from his hunt. He, too, 
made tasty food and brought it to his 
father. And he said, “Let my father 
arise, and eat some of his son’s game, 
that you may give me your blessing.” 

And Isaac his father said, “Who are 
you? 

And he answered, “I am Esau, your 
first-born.” 

And Isaac trembled violently, and 
said, “Who was it then who took some 
game, and brought it to me? I ate heart¬ 
ily of it before you came, and blessed 
him. Indeed, he shall be blessed!” 

When Esau heard his father’s words, 
he burst into loud and bitter cries, and 
said to his father, “Bless me also, O my 
father.” 

But Isaac said, “Your brother came 
with guile, and has taken your blessing.’’ 

And Esau said, “He pushed me aside 
twice: he took away my birthright, and 
now he has taken away my blessing. [9] 
Have you not reserved a blessing for 
me?” 


[9] he took away my birthright: Both brothers desired the birth¬ 
right, but for different reasons. Esau was concerned about the 
double share of inheritance that went with it. Jacob wished it because 
the priestly service was the right of the first-born. 
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And Isaac answered and said, “I have 
made him master over you, and all his 
brothers I have made his servants; and 
I have provided him with grain and 
wine to sustain him; and what then shall 
I do for you, my son?” 

And Esau said to his father, "Have 
you only one blessing, my father? Bless 
me also, O my father.” And Esau wept 
aloud. 

Then Isaac his father said to him, 
"The fat places of the earth 
shall be your dwelling, 

And the dew of heaven from 
above. 

And by your sword you shall live, 
And you shall serve your brother; 
But when you shall break loose, 
You shall shake his yoke from off 
your neck.” 

And Esau hated Jacob because of the 
blessing which his father had given him. 
And Esau said to himself, "The days of 
the mourning for my father are near. 
Then I will slay my brother Jacob.” 

When the words of Esau, her elder 


son, were told to Rebekah, she sent for 
her younger son, Jacob, and said to him, 
"Your brother Esau consoles himself by 
planning to kill you. Now, my son, listen 
well: flee to my brother Laban, at Ha- 
ran; and stay with him until your 
brother’s anger subsides, and he forgets 
what you have done to him. Then I will 
send to fetch you. Why should I be be¬ 
reaved of you both in one day?” 

And Rebekah said to Isaac, "I am 
weary of my life, because of the Hittite 
women. If Jacob marries a Hittite 
woman, what good will life be to me?” 

So Isaac called Jacob and blessed 
him, and charged him, "You shall not 
take a wife of the daughters of Canaan. 
Arise, go to Paddan-aram, to the house 
of Bethuel, your mother’s father, and 
take a wife from the daughters of Laban, 
your mother’s brother. May God Al¬ 
mighty bless you and make you fruitful 
and multiply you, that you may become 
a congregation of peoples.” 

And Isaac sent Jacob away, and he 
went to Paddan-aram. 
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8* GENESIS [28-35] 


JACOB S DREAM 

Jacob left beer-sheba and went toward 
Haran. [1] He came to the place, [2] 
and stayed there all night, for the sun 
had set; and he took of the stones of the 


place to put under his head, and lay 
down to sleep. 

And he dreamed, and he saw a ladder 
set up on the earth, its top reached to 
heaven; and the angels of God ascended 
and descended on it. [3] Then the Lord 


[1] Jacob left beer-sheba: Why does the Bible repeat that Jacob 
left Beer-sheba? It is emphasizing that when a righteous man leaves 
a community, his absence is felt. A righteous man is the splendor, 
beauty and glory of a town; when he leaves, these depart with him. 


[2] IIE came to the place: Why is it written that Jacob came to 
“the” place? the Rabbis asked. 

On his journey he came to a resting place for travelers, set up by 
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stood over him, and said, “I am the 
Lord, the God of Abraham your father, 
and the God of Isaac. The land on 
which you are lying I will give to you 
and to your descendants. And your de¬ 
scendants shall be as the dust of the 
earth, [4] and shall spread out to the 
west, and to the east, and to the north, 
and to the south. In you and in your de¬ 
scendants shall all the peoples of the 
earth be blessed. And I will be with you, 


and will guard you wherever you go, 
and will bring you back into this land; 
for I will not leave you, until I have done 
what I have promised to you." 

Jacob awoke from his sleep, and he 
said, “Surely the Lord is in this place, 
and I did not know it." 

And he was filled with fear, and said, 
“How awesome is this place! This is 
none other than the House of God, and 
this is the gate of heaven." 


thoughtful people because there was no inn. The spot was fenced in, 
as a protection against wild beasts; there were stones for tables and 
for stools. Here Jacob rested, and slept without fear; and here he had 
his wonderful dream of the ladder and the angels. When he awoke, 
he said, “I know now that God is found not only in sanctuaries, but 
wherever people do good for their fellow man." 

[3] angels ascending and descending: The Rabbis pointed out that 
the angels in Jacob's dream seemed to originate on earth, since they 
go up before they come down. It is as though man’s deeds give rise 
to the angels. 

Why did the angels ascend by ladders'? The Rabbis pointed out 
that even angels must ascend to heaven one step at a time. 

[4] the dust of the earth: Though it may seem strange, this is a 
lofty blessing, our Sages said. As the earth, though trampled and 
buffeted, still produces rich harvests, so the Children of Israel, though 
oppressed and downtrodden, still survive their oppressors. The Jews 
have outlived the great empires of Egypt, Assyria, Babylonia and 
Rome. They have produced wonderful creations of mind and spirit. 
As long as heaven and earth exist, the Jews shall be the world’s con¬ 
science, bringing God’s light to mankind. 
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Jacob rose early in the morning, and 
took the stone that he had put under his 
head [5] and set it up as a pillar, and 
poured oil upon its top. And he called 
that place Beth-el, the House of God. 

And Jacob made this vow, “If God 
will be with me, and will watch over me 
on this journey which I am taking, and 
will give me bread to eat and clothing 
to wear so that I return safely to my 
father’s house, then the Lord shall be my 
God. And this stone, which I have set 
up as a pillar, shall be God’s house; and 
of all that Thou shalt give me, I will 
surely give a tenth to Thee.” [6] 

JACOB MEETS RACHEL 

then Jacob lifted up his feet [7] and 
went to the land of the East. He looked 
about and saw a well in the field, and 
three flocks of sheep lying nearby, for 


the flocks were watered from this well. 
The stone over the well was very large. 
Only after all the flocks were gathered 
there would the stone be rolled off the 
mouth of the well, and the sheep wat¬ 
ered; then the stone was put back upon 
the mouth of the well. 

Jacob said to them, “My friends, 
where are you from?” 

They replied, “We are from Haran.” 

And he asked, “Do you know Laban, 
the son of Nahor?” 

And they said, “We know him.” 

And he asked of them, “Is it well with 
him?” 

And they answered, “He is well; and 
see, there is Rachel his daughter coming 
with the sheep.” 

And Jacob said, “Why, the sun is still 
high, and it is not yet time for the cattle 
to be gathered together. Go, water the 
sheep, and pasture them.” 


[5] took the stone: Jacob used stones as a pillow, we read, but 
when he arose after his dream, he took “the” stone. How did the 
many stones become one? The Rabbis answered that the very stones 
were jealous of one another, and fought to be the one on which the 
righteous man rested his head. Rather than let them disturb the tired 
youth’s sleep, God made them into one. 

Another explanation is also offered. God had promised Jacob that 
he would father twelve sons, and that each would become an im¬ 
portant tribe. Jacob prayed that the twelve tribes be ever as one, 
united as brothers and in serving the Lord. In token of God’s answer 
to this prayer, the twelve stones beneath Jacob’s head became one. 
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And they answered, “We cannot 
until all the flocks are gathered together, 
and they [the shepherds] roll the stone 
off the mouth of the well; and then we 
will water the sheep.” 

While he was still talking to them, 
Rachel came with her father’s sheep. 
And when Jacob saw Rachel, he went 
near, and rolled the stone off the mouth 
of the well, and watered the flock of 
Laban, his mother’s brother. Then Jacob 
kissed Rachel, and wept. And he told her 
that he was Rebekah’s son; and she ran 
and told her father. 

And it came to pass when Laban 
heard about Jacob that he ran to meet 
him and embraced him and brought him 
to his house. And Jacob told Laban his 
whole story. And Laban said to him, 
“Surely you are my bone and my flesh.” 
And Jacob stayed with him for a month. 

And Laban said to Jacob, “Because 
you are my kinsman, should you work 
for me for nothing - ? Tell me, what shall 
your wages be?” 


LABAN DECEIVES JACOB 

now laban had two daughters: the 
name of the elder was Leah, and the 
name of the younger was Rachel. Leah 
had weak eyes, but Rachel was beautiful 
of form and lovely. And Jacob loved 
Rachel; so he said to Laban, “I will serve 
you seven years for Rachel, your younger 
daughter.” 

And Laban said, “It is better that I 
give her to you than to another man. 
Stay with me.” 

Jacob served seven years for Rachel; 
and they seemed but a few days, because 
of his love for her. Then Jacob said, 
“Give me my betrothed, for my days are 
fulfilled, and let me marry her.” 

So Laban gathered all the people of 
the place, and made a feast. And in the 
evening, he took his daughter Leah, and 
brought her to Jacob; and Laban gave 
Zilpah, his maidservant, to his daughter 
Leah as a maid. 

And in the morning, Jacob discovered 


[6 ] a tenth to thee: Jacob was the first man to give a tenth of 
what he earned to God in a worthy cause. From this example we 
learn that we must give a tenth of our earnings to charity. 

[7] Jacob lifted up his feet: What is meant by the phrase, “Jacob 
lifted up his feet”? It indicates that Jacob did not merely walk: he 
strode. His heart filled with the promise of his dream; he saw new 
meaning to life. He lifted his feet and strode toward Haran. 
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GENESIS 29:25-35; 30: I-I3, 17-20 


that it was Leah; and he said to Laban, 
“What is this you have done to me? Did 
I not serve you for Rachel? Why, then, 
have you deceived me?” 

And Laban said, “It is not customary 
in our country to give the younger in 
marriage before the elder. Finish the 
week's festivities for this one, and we 
will give you the other also, in return 
for another seven years of service with 
me.” 

And Jacob did finish the week; and 
then Laban gave him his daughter Ra¬ 
chel as wife. And he also gave Bilhah, 
his maidservant, to Rachel to be her 
maid. 

Jacob loved Rachel more than Leah, 
and he served Laban seven years more. 

Jacob’s children 

when god saw that Leah was unloved, 
He gave her children; but Rachel was 
childless. Leah became pregnant, and 
bore a son, and she called his name Reu¬ 
ben; and she said, “Now my husband 
will love me.” 

And she became pregnant again, and 
bore a son; and said, “Because God saw 
that I am unloved, He has therefore 
given me this son also.” And she called 
his name Simeon. 

And she bore another son; and said, 
“Now will my husband be attached to 
me, because I have borne him three 


sons.” Therefore his name was called 
Levi. 

And she gave birth to a fourth son; 
and she called his name Judah. And she 
stopped bearing children. 

When Rachel saw that she bore no 
children to Jacob, she envied her sister, 
and she said to Jacob, “I want to have 
children, or else I will die.” And Jacob 
became angry with Rachel, and he said, 
“Can I take the place of God, who has 
withheld children from you?” 

And she said, “Here is my maid Bil¬ 
hah. Marry her, that I may raise up 
children.” 

And Jacob took Bilhah. And she be¬ 
came pregnant, and bore Jacob a son. 
And Rachel said, “God has judged me, 
and has also heard my voice, and has 
given me a son.” Therefore she called 
his name Dan. 

And Bilhah, Rachel’s maid, became 
pregnant again, and bore a second son. 
And Rachel called his name Naphtali. 

Then Leah gave her maid Zilpah to 
Jacob as wife. And Zilpah bore Jacob a 
son; and Leah called his name Gad. And 
Zilpah bore Jacob a second son; and 
Leah called his name Asher. 

And God heard Leah, and she became 
pregnant again; and she bore Jacob a 
fifth son, and she called his name Issa- 
char. And she became pregnant again, 
and bore a sixth son to Jacob; and she 
called his name Zebulun. And afterward 
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she bore a daughter, and she called her 
name Dinah. 

And God remembered Rachel, and 
she became pregnant and bore a son; 
and she called his name Joseph, saying, 
“May the Lord add another son for me.” 

JACOB FLEES FROM LABAN 

Jacob heard the things that Laban’s 
sons were saying: “Jacob has taken away 
all that our father had; and from that 
which was our father’s he has gotten all 
his wealth.” 

And he also saw that Laban’s manner 
to him was not as it had been before. 
And the Lord said to Jacob, “Return to 
the land of your fathers, and to your 
place of birth; and I will be with you.” 

So Jacob called Rachel and Leah to 
the field and said to them, “I see that 
your father’s manner toward me is not 
as it was before. You know how hard 1 
worked for your father, but he has 
cheated me and changed my wages ten 
times; but God did not allow him to do 
me any harm. If your father said, ‘The 
speckled animals are to be your wages,’ 
then all the sheep had Speckled lambs; 
and if he said, ‘The striped animals are 
to be your wages,’ all the sheep had 
striped lambs. And I had a dream, and in 
it the angel of God said to me, ‘Jacob!’ 
And I said, ‘Here I am.' And he said, ‘I 
am the God of Beth-el where you 

.17"! 


anointed a pillar and where you made a 
vow to Me. Now, come, leave this land 
and return to the land of your birth.’ ” 

Rachel and Leah answered and said 
to him, “Have we any share or inheri¬ 
tance in our father’s house? He has 
treated us as strangers, for he has sold us 
and has also kept for himself our price. 
For all the riches which God has taken 
away from our father really belong to us 
and to our children. Now then, do what¬ 
ever God has told you.” 

Then Jacob arose and set his sons and 
his wives upon the camels; and he car¬ 
ried away all his cattle and all his prop¬ 
erty, and set out to go to Isaac his father, 
to the land of Canaan. 

LABAN PURSUES JACOB 

on the third day it was told Laban that 
Jacob had fled. And Laban took his kins¬ 
men and pursued Jacob a way of seven 
days; and he overtook him in the moun¬ 
tain of Gilead. 

In the night God appeared to Laban, 
the Aramean, in a dream, and said, “Be¬ 
ware of attempting anything with 
Jacob.” 

And Laban caught up with Jacob, 
and said, “Why did you flee in secret, 
and carry away my daughters, and rob 
me? If you had told me you longed for 
your father’s home, I would have sent 
you off with festive music.” 
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Jacob answered, “Because I was afraid 
that you would take your daughters from 
me by force. Now search my camp and 
take whatever is yours.” And Laban 
searched all the tents but found nothing 
which belonged to him. 

Then Jacob said to Laban, “What is 
my offense and what is my sin that you 
have hotly pursued me? I served you 
fourteen years for your two daughters 
and six years for your sheep; and you 
have changed my wages ten times.” 

And Laban answered, “What can I 
do about my daughters or the children 
that they have borne? Come then, let us 
make a covenant.” 

And Jacob and his men gathered 
stones and made a heap. And Laban 
said, “Let this heap be witness that I 
will not pass over it to you, and that you 
shall not pass over it to me for harm.” 

And Laban rose early in the morning, 
and kissed his daughters and his grand¬ 
children, and left for home. And Jacob 
continued his journey. 

JACOB SENDS MESSENGERS TO ESAU 

Jacob sent messengers before him to 
Esau his brother to the land of Seir, the 
field of Edom. And he commanded 
them, “Thus shall you say to my lord 
Esau, ‘Thus says your servant Jacob: I 
have sojourned with Laban and stayed 


until now. And I have oxen and donkeys 
and flocks, and male and female serv¬ 
ants; and I have sent to tell my lord in 
the hope that I may find favor in your 
sight.’ ” 

And the messengers returned to Jacob, 
saying, “We came to your brother Esau, 
and he is on his way to meet you, and 
four hundred men are with him.” 

Then Jacob was greatly afraid and dis¬ 
tressed. And he divided the people who 
were with him, and the flocks and the 
herds and the camels, into two camps. 
And he said, “If Esau comes on one 
camp and attacks it, then the camp 
which is left may escape.” 

Then Jacob said, “O God of my father 
Abraham, and God of my father Isaac, 
O Lord, who said to me: ‘Return to your 
country and to your place of birth and 
I will do you good;’ I am not worthy of 
all the kindness that Thou hast shown 
Thy servant; for with nothing but my 
staff I crossed this Jordan, and now 1 
have become two camps. Deliver me, 1 
pray Thee, from the hand of my brother, 
from the hand of Esau; for I fear that 
he will come and smite me, as well as 
the mothers and the children.” 

And he selected from what he had 
with him a gift for Esau, his brother: 
two hundred and twenty goats, two hun¬ 
dred and twenty sheep, and thirty 
camels, and cattle and donkeys. 
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JACOB WRESTLES WITH AN ANGEL 

the gift went before him, and he him¬ 
self spent that night in the camp. 

And that night he arose, and took his 
two wives and his two maidservants and 
his eleven children, and crossed the ford 
of the Jabbok. He also sent everything 
that belonged to him across the stream. 

And Jacob was left alone. Then a man 
wrestled with him until daybreak. And 
when he saw that he could not prevail 
against him, he touched the hollow of 
his thigh, so that Jacob’s thigh was 
strained as he wrestled with him. Then 
he said, “Let me go, for the day is 
breaking.’’ 

But he replied, “I will not let you go 
unless you bless me.’’ 

And he said to him, “What is your 
name?’’ 


And he replied, “Jacob.” 

Then he said, “Your name shall no 
longer be called Jacob, but Israel [Con¬ 
tender with God]; [8] because you have 
struggled with God and with man and 
have prevailed.” [9] And Jacob asked 
him, “Tell me, I pray, your name.” 

And he answered, “Why ask my 
name?” And he blessed him there. 

And Jacob called the name of the 
place Peniel [Face of God], for Jacob 
said, “I have seen God face to face, and 
yet my life has been spared.” 

And the sun rose upon him, and he 
limped upon his thigh. 

JACOB MEETS ESAU 

and Jacob lifted his eyes and looked, 
and behold, Esau came with four hun¬ 
dred men. 


[8 ] people of Israel: Why are the Jewish people referred to as 
the “Children of Israel,” and never as the “Children of Abraham,” 
or the “Children of Isaac”? Were not all three patriarchs? 

The Rabbis pointed out that Abraham was the father of two 
peoples, the Ishmaelites and the Israelites. Isaac was the ancestor of 
two peoples, the Edomites and the Israelites. All of Jacob’s children, 
however, and their children’s children, were Israelites. 

[9] struggled with god: Despite his victory over the angel, Jacob 
limped off the field. From this we understand that he who struggles 
with God may survive but he is touched in a vital spot. 
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And Jacob bowed himself to the 
ground seven times, until he came near 
to his brother. And Esau ran to meet 
him, and embraced him and kissed him, 
and they wept. 

And Esau lifted his eyes and saw the 
women and the children, and he said, 
“Who are these with you?" And Jacob 
said, “The children whom God has gra¬ 
ciously given to your servant.” 

And Esau said, “What do you mean 
by all this camp I met?” And Jacob said, 
“To find favor in the sight of my lord.” 
And Esau said, “I have enough, my 
brother. Let that which you have be 
yours.” But Jacob urged him and he 
took it. 

So Esau returned that day on his way 
to Seir. 

BENJAMIN IS BORN 

AND THEY journeyed from Beth-el; and 
Rachel was in childbirth, and she had 


genesis 33:3-5, 8-11, 16; 35:16-20, 27-29 

hard labor. When her labor was at its 
hardest her midwife said to her, “Fear 
not, for you have another son!” 

But as she was breathing her last—for 
she died—she named her son Ben-oni 
[the “son of my sorrow”]; but his father 
called him Benjamin [the “son of the 
right” hand]. 

And Rachel died, and was buried on 
the road to Ephrath, which is now Beth¬ 
lehem. And Jacob set up a monument 
upon her grave, the same monument 
that is on Rachel's grave to this day. 

THE DEATH OF ISAAC 

and jacob came to his father Isaac at 
Mamre—that is Hebron—where Abra¬ 
ham and Isaac had sojourned. Now the 
days of Isaac were a hundred and eighty 
years. 

And Isaac died and was gathered to 
his people, old and full of days. And his 
sons, Esau and Jacob, buried him. 
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GENESIS [374] 


JOSEPH S DREAM 

these are the generations of Jacob. Jo¬ 
seph was seventeen years old. [1] He 
was still a boy and was tending the flock 


with his brothers. And Joseph brought 
bad reports of them to their father. 

Now Israel loved Joseph more than all 
his other children, because he was the 
son of his old age; and he made him a 
coat of many colors. [2] And when his 


[1] Joseph was seventeen years old: Why do the generations of 
Jacob begin with Joseph, although Jacob had eleven other sons? 

Joseph was the cause of all that later happened to Jacob and to 
the Jewish people. Because he was sold as a slave and brought to 
Egypt, the descendants of Jacob became a nation, worthy of being 
freed and of receiving the Torah. 


[2] a coat of many colors: This story teaches that a father should 
not favor one child over another, Rabbi Eleazar pointed out. Joseph’s 
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brothers saw that their father loved him 
more than all his brothers, they hated 
him, and could not speak peaceably to 
him. 

And Joseph dreamed a dream and he 
told it to his brothers: “Hear this dream 
which I dreamed: We were binding 
sheaves in the field, and my sheaf arose 
and stood upright, and your sheaves 
gathered and bowed to my sheaf.” 

And his brothers said to him, “Would 
you rule over us?” And they hated him 
all the more for his dreams and for his 
words. 

Then he had another dream and told 
it to his brothers, and said, “I have 
dreamed another dream: I saw the sun 
and the moon and eleven stars bow 
down to me.” 

When he told it to his father and to 
his brothers, his father rebuked him and 
said to him, “What is this dream that you 
have dreamed? Am I and your mother 
and your brothers come to bow before 
you? 

While his brothers were jealous of 
him, his father kept this matter in mind. 

THE BROTHERS SELL JOSEPH 
his brothers went to pasture their 


father’s flocks at Shechem. And Israel 
said to Joseph, “Your brothers are pastur¬ 
ing at Shechem. Go now, see whether it 
is well with your brothers and with the 
flocks, and bring me back word.” 

So Joseph went out from the valley of 
Hebron, and he came to Shechem. A 
man found him wandering in the field 
and asked him, “What do you seek?” 

And he said, “I seek my brothers. Tell 
me please where they are pasturing.” 

The man said, “They have moved 
from here; for I heard them say: Let us 
go to Dothan.” 

So Joseph went after his brothers, and 
found them in Dothan. And they saw 
him in the distance, and before he came 
near them they plotted to kill him. They 
said to one another, “Here comes the 
dreamer. Let us kill him and throw him 
into one of the pits, and we will say a 
wild beast devoured him. Then we shall 
see what will become of his dreams.” 

But Reuben heard them and tried to 
save Joseph from their hand, and said, 
“Do not shed blood. Throw him into 
this pit in the wilderness, but do not lay 
hand upon him,” so that he might save 
him from their hand and restore him to 
his father. 


coat did not weigh more than two selas, and it could be held in the 
palm of the hand; but this trifle caused the exile of the Children of 
Israel into Egypt. 
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When Joseph came to his brothers, 
they stripped him of his coat of many 
colors, and they took him and threw him 
into the pit. The pit was empty; there 
was no water in it. 

Then they sat down to eat bread; [3] 
and they looked up and saw a caravan of 
Ishmaelites coming from Gilead, their 
camels laden with spices and balm, on 
their way to Egypt. And Judah said to 
his brothers, “What do we gain if we 


kill our brother and conceal his murder? 
Come, let us sell him to the Ishmaelites 
and not lay hand on him; for he is our 
brother.” And his brothers agreed. 

They pulled Joseph out of the pit and 
sold him for twenty shekels of silver 
to the Ishmaelites, who brought him to 

Egypt. [4] 

The brothers took Joseph’s coat, and 
killed a he-goat, and dipped the coat in 
the blood; [5] and they brought it to 


[3] Joseph in the pit: After the brothers had thrown Joseph into 
the pit, they sat down to eat. Joseph cried to them to free him, but 
they moved away so as not to hear. When they were about to bless 
God for their meal, they paused in realization. “How can we thank 
God while we are putting our brother to death?” They immediately 
pulled Joseph out of the pit, but now they feared he would report 
their misdeeds to their father. When a caravan of Midianites passed 
by, Judah suggested that they sell the boy, rather than shed his 
blood. 


[4] who sold Joseph? Some of our Rabbis believed that the brothers 
did not sell Joseph, but meant only to frighten him. While they 
were eating, however, passing Midianites carried Joseph away and 
sold him to the Ishmaelites. This explains why Joseph said years 
later, “For indeed I was stolen away out of the land of the Hebrews.” 

Our Rabbis declare further that when Joseph told his brothers, 
“You sold me here,” he meant, “Because you threw me into the pit, 
I was sold here. You were as direct a cause as if you yourselves had 
sold me.” 


[5] a lie produces a lie: After the brothers had sold Joseph, Reuben 
returned, planning to release him. To his horror, he found the pit 
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their father. They said, “We have found 
this. See whether it is your son’s coat 
or not.” And he recognized it, and said, 
“It is my son’s coat; a wild beast has de¬ 
voured Joseph.” 

And Jacob rent his garments, and 
mourned for his son many days. And all 
his sons and all his daughters tried to 
comfort him, but he refused to be com¬ 
forted; and he said, “I will go down to 
the grave to my son mourning.” 


JOSEPH IN EGYPT 

Joseph was brought down to Egypt; 
and Potiphar, an officer of Pharaoh, 
bought him from the Ishmaelites. 

And Joseph lived in the house of his 
master, the Egyptian, and the Lord was 
with Joseph and made all that he did 
prosper under his hand. When his mas- 


genesis 37:32-35; 39:1-4, 6-14 

ter saw that the Lord was with him, [6] 
and that the Lord made everything that 
he did prosper, Joseph found favor in 
his sight, and he made him overseer of 
his house. 

Now Joseph was handsome and good- 
looking, and his master’s wife cast her 
eyes upon Joseph; and she said, “Love 
me!” [7] Joseph refused, and said to her, 
“My master trusts me. You are his wife. 
How can I commit this great wickedness 
and sin against God?” 

She spoke to him day after day, but 
he did not listen to her. One day, when 
he went into the house to do his work 
and none of the men of the house was 
at home, she caught him by his coat, 
saying, “Stay with me.” 

Joseph left his coat in her hand and 
fled, and went outside. When she saw 
that he had fled, she called to the men 


empty. When he learned what the others had done, Reuben was 
beside himself with anguish. “How could you have done this?” he 
asked. “I had thought but to frighten him, not to sell him! What 
shall we tell our father?” 

When the brothers realized that they would have to face their 
father with the terrible news, they set out after the Midianites. “We 
will buy him back, or take him by force,” they said. But they searched 
for days, and could not find the traders. 

“We must tell our father that a wild beast devoured Joseph,” they 
said. “Woe to him who reveals the truth! We must live with this 
lie all our days.” 
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of her house, and said, “See, my master 
has brought in a Hebrew to insult us; he 
came in to make love to me and I cried 
out loudly, so that he left his garment 
with me and fled outdoors.” 

And she kept his coat by her until 
Joseph’s master came home. Then she 
told him the same story: “The Hebrew 


slave, whom you have brought to us, 
came in to insult me. But when I 
screamed for help he fled, leaving his 
garment with me.” 

O 

Joseph’s master became wrathful. And 
he took Joseph and put him in prison, 
where the king’s prisoners were kept. 
But the Lord was with Joseph and 


[6] the lord was with him: Potiphar observed that Joseph prayed 
three times a day. “What are you doing?” the Egyptian asked. “Are 
you trying to cast a spell on me?” 

“No,” answered Joseph, “I am praying to God.” 

“To God?” asked Potiphar. “Who is your God? Show him to me.” 

Replied Joseph, “Would my master please look up at the sun while 
I count to a hundred?” 

Potiphar gazed at the sun for a few moments, then closed his 
eyes and turned away. “No man can look at the sun for any length 
of time,” he said. 

“If you cannot look at the sun, which is only one of His many 
works, how can you look at God Himself—at the Creator of heaven 
and earth, of the sun and the planets, and of all that is in the world!” 

[7] the self-satisfied young man: When Potiphar saw that God 
was with Joseph, he put him in charge of his entire household. 
Joseph was in command both in the field and in the house. Soon he 
was enjoying his power and his comfort. He began to curl his hair 
and to dress elegantly after the Egyptian fashion. He forgot about 
his grieving father. 

God observed, and said, “Your father mourns you in sackcloth and 
ashes, while you preen in your finery. I will send a tigress after you.” 
Then did Zuleika, Potiphar’s wife, begin to cast her eyes on the hand¬ 
some young slave. 
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showed kindness to him and gave him 
favor with the chief jailer. The jailer 
put Joseph in charge of all the prisoners. 
The jailer did not attend to anything 
because the Lord was with Joseph and 
whatever he did, the Lord made it 
prosper. 

THE CUPBEARER AND BAKER 

OF PHARAOH 

it came to pass that the cupbearer of 
the king of Egypt and his baker offended 
their lord the king. And Pharaoh was 
enraged at his two officers, and he put 
them in the prison where Joseph was 
confined. And the captain of the guard 
assigned Joseph to them, and they were 
in custody some time. 

And they dreamed a dream, both of 
them, the cupbearer and the baker, on 
the same night. When Joseph came to 
them in the morning he saw that they 
were worried. And he asked the two im¬ 
prisoned officers, “Why do you look so 
sad today?” 

And they said to him, “We have 
dreamed a dream, and there is no one 
that can interpret it.” And Joseph said 
to them, “Do not interpretations belong 
to God? Tell it to me, I pray you.” 

The cupbearer told his dream to Jo¬ 
seph, and said, “In my dream I saw a 
vine before me, and on the vine were 


three branches; and as soon as it budded, 
its blossoms shot forth and immediately 
its clusters ripened into grapes. And 
Pharaoh’s cup was in my hand, and I 
took the grapes and pressed them into 
Pharaoh’s cup, and I gave the cup into 
Pharaoh’s hand.” 

And Joseph said to him, “This is the 
interpretation: the three branches are 
three days. In three days Pharaoh will 
restore you to your position; and you 
shall place Pharaoh’s cup in his hand as 
you did when you were his cupbearer. 

“But keep me in mind when it shall 
be well with you, and show kindness to 
me, I pray you, and mention me to Phar¬ 
aoh, and bring me out of this house. 
For I was stolen away out of the land of 
the Hebrews; and here also I have done 
nothing that I should be put into the 
dungeon.” 

When the chief baker saw that the 
interpretation was good he said to Jo¬ 
seph, “I too had a dream. I saw three 
wicker baskets on my head, and in the 
top basket there was every kind of baked 
goods for Pharaoh, and birds were eat¬ 
ing them out of the basket which was on 
my head.” 

And Joseph answered and said, “This 
is the interpretation: the three baskets 
are three days. Within three days Phar¬ 
aoh shall hang you on a tree, and the 
birds shall eat your flesh.” 
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And on the third day, which was 
Pharaoh’s birthday, he made a feast for 
all his servants. And he restored the cup¬ 
bearer to his ofhce, so that he put the 
cup into Pharaoh’s hand. But he hanged 
the chief baker, as Joseph had inter¬ 
preted to them. [8] 

The cupbearer, however, did not keep 
Joseph in mind, but forgot him. 

pharaoh's dream 

and it came to pass two years later that 
Pharaoh dreamed that he stood by the 
Nile. And there came up out of the river 
seven beautiful, fat cows, and they fed 
in the reed-grass. And then seven other 
cows came up after them out of the river, 
ugly and lean, and stood by the other 
cows upon the bank of the Nile. And 
the ugly and lean cows ate up the seven 
beautiful and fat cows. So Pharaoh 
awoke. 

And he slept and dreamed a second 


time: seven fine, good ears of grain came 
up on one stalk. And after them sprouted 
seven other ears, thin and blasted by the 
east wind. And the thin ears swallowed 
up the fine, full ears. Then Pharaoh 
awoke, and behold, it was a dream. 

In the morning his spirit was troubled; 
so he sent for all the magicians of Egypt 
and all its wise men and he told them 
his dreams, but no one could interpret 
them. 

Then the cupbearer said to Pharaoh, 
“My sins I now recall. Pharaoh was 
angry with his servants, and he put me 
and the chief baker in the prison of the 
captain of the guard. We had a dream 
on the same night, I and he. And there 
was a young Hebrew, a slave of the cap¬ 
tain, and we told him our dreams and he 
interpreted them. And exactly as he in¬ 
terpreted them to us, so they came to 
pass: I was restored to my post, and the 
baker was hanged.” 


[8 ] cupbearer yes, baker no! Why was the cupbearer forgiven, but 
the baker hanged? Both had seemed lax in their duties. The cup¬ 
bearer had handed Pharaoh a goblet of wine with a fly in it. The 
baker had delivered bread with splinters of wood in it. 

Pharaoh’s counselors reasoned: “The cupbearer could have poured 
the wine carefully into a clean cup, but the fly flew in as he had 
handed it to his master. The baker was negligent, for if he had sifted 
the flour carefully, he would have removed the splinters.” Therefore, 
the baker was hanged while the cupbearer resumed his duties. 
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Then Pharaoh sent for Joseph, and 
they brought him hurriedly out of the 
dungeon. And he shaved himself and 
changed his clothing, and he came to 
Pharaoh. And Pharaoh said to Joseph, 
“I have dreamed a dream, and there is 
no one that can interpret it. Now I have 
heard it said that when you hear a dream 
you can interpret it.” 

And Joseph answered Pharaoh, say¬ 
ing, “It is not I; God will give Pharaoh 
an answer of peace.” 

And Pharaoh told his dreams to 
Joseph. [9] 

And Joseph said to Pharaoh, “The 
dream of Pharaoh is one; God has re¬ 
vealed to Pharaoh what He is about to 
do. There are coming seven years of 
great plenty throughout all the land of 
Egypt. And there shall be after them 
seven years of famine, and all the plenty 
shall be forgotten; famine will devastate 


GENESIS 41:14-17,25,29-30,32-38 

the land. The dream was twice shown 
to Pharaoh, because the thing is decreed 
by God, and God will shortly bring it to 
pass. Therefore let Pharaoh seek out a 
man discerning and wise, and set him 
over the land of Egypt. Let Pharaoh do 
this, and let him appoint overseers over 
the land. And let them gather all the 
food of these good years to come, and 
lay up grain under the hand of Pharaoh, 
and keep the food in cities. It shall serve 
as a store against the seven years of 
famine which shall be in the land of 
Egypt, that the land may not perish 
because of the famine.” 

JOSEPH IS MADE GOVERNOR 

OF EGYPT 

the plan pleased Pharaoh and all his 
servants. So Pharaoh said to his servants, 
“Can we find a man with the spirit of 


[9] and pharaoh told his dreams: Pharaoh described his dream 
twice: once to his magicians and once to Joseph. The second telling 
has many more details. 

Nachmanides held that Pharaoh did not realize the importance of 
these details (such as, the lean cows not getting fatter after eating the 
fat cows) until he recounted it to Joseph. 

Similarly, a great painting or magnificent symphony may mean 
nothing to an uninformed person. In the company of a man of spirit 
and understanding, even before he has been given an explanation, he 
begins to get hints of what is important. 
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God in him like this one?” And Pharaoh 
said to Joseph, "Since God has shown 
you all this, there is none so discerning 
and wise as you. You shall be in charge 
over my house, and according to your 
word all my people shall be ruled; only 
in respect to the throne itself will I be 
greater than you. I have appointed you 
over all the land of Egypt.” [10] 

And Pharaoh took off his signet ring 
and put it upon Joseph’s hand, and ar¬ 
rayed him in garments of fine linen, and 
put a gold chain about his neck. And he 


made him ride in the second chariot, and 
they cried before him, "Kneel!” 

And Pharaoh gave him a wife, Ase- 
nath, the daughter of Poti-phera, priest 
of On. And Joseph was thirty years old 
when he stood before Pharaoh. 

Then Joseph went throughout all the 
land of Egypt. And he gathered up all 
the food of the seven good years which 
were in the land of Egypt, and stored the 
food in the cities. And Joseph stored up 
grain as the sand of the sea, until they 
gave up counting it. 


[10] victory to pharaoh: Why did Pharaoh appoint as viceroy a 
Hebrew youth, fresh from prison, a slave who had displeased his 
master? Surely the great Pharaoh had officers of nobler lineage and 
greater experience? 

The worried Pharaoh had asked his soothsayers and magicians to 
explain his dreams. Their interpretations were many and fantastic. 
One declared that Pharaoh would have seven daughters who would 
marry seven brothers; the daughters would all die, and the brothers 
would rebel against Pharaoh. Another proclaimed that the king would 
have seven wives, each of whom would die young, leaving a child who 
would rebel against him. 

What most angered Pharaoh was that each magician claimed that 
he alone could prevent disaster. Pharaoh recognized that their inter¬ 
pretations were ruses to gain power for themselves. 

By contrast, Joseph’s interpretation was reasonable, and his plan to 
avert years of famine was clear. He did not offer himself as the man 
to administer the plan, but suggested that Pharaoh choose a wise man 
to direct it. Joseph’s wisdom and his modesty appealed to Pharaoh, 
who made him second in the realm. 
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GENESIS 41:50-54,57 


To Joseph were born two sons before 
the years of famine came. And Joseph 
named the first-born Manasseh, which 
means “making to forget”: for “God has 
made me forget all my hardship, and all 
my father’s house.” The second he called 
Ephraim, which means “to be fruitful”: 
for “God has made me fruitful in the 
land of my misfortune.” 


And the seven years of plenty that 
were in the land of Egypt came to an 
end. And the seven years of famine be¬ 
gan, as Joseph had said. And there was 
famine in all lands; but in all the land 
of Egypt there was bread. 

Moreover, all the world came to Egypt 
to Joseph to buy grain, because the 
famine was severe over all the earth. 
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JOSEPH S BROTHERS COME TO EGYPT 

now Jacob saw that there was grain in 
Egypt, and he said to his sons, “Why 
do you look at one another? I have heard 


that there is grain in Egypt. [1] Go 
down and buy food for us, that we may 
live and not die.” 

And Joseph’s ten brothers went down 
to buy grain in Egypt. [2] But Jacob did 


[1] grain in Egypt: Although Joseph was selling the stored grain at 
a good price and turning the money over to the king’s treasury, Phar¬ 
aoh had visions of empty granaries and of starvation in his own palace. 
He ordered Joseph not to sell grain, so that he and the royal household 
would have plenty, even though the rest of Egypt starved. 

Joseph showed him the many store-cities he had built, holding grain 
enough for all the people for seven long years. In consequence, Joseph 
was permitted to sell rations to those in need, and the people loved 
him, and blessed him. 
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GENESIS 42:4-7,9-10 


not send Benjamin, Joseph’s brother, 
with his brothers lest harm befall him. 
And the sons of Israel came among 
others to buy grain, for the famine was 
in the land of Canaan. 

Joseph was the governor over the land, 
and it was he who sold the grain to the 
people. [3] And Joseph’s brothers came 
and bowed down to him with their faces 
to the earth. [4] When Joseph saw his 
brothers he recognized them, but acted 


as though he were a stranger to them, 
and spoke harshly to them, “Where do 
you come from?” 

And they said, “From the land of 
Canaan, to buy food.” 

And Joseph remembered the dreams 
which he had dreamed about them, and 
he said to them, “You are spies. You 
came to see the nakedness of the land.” 

And they said to him, “No, my lord, 
your servants came to buy food. We are 


[2] Joseph’s ten brothers: Why does Scripture refer to “Joseph’s 
ten brothers” instead of to “Jacob’s ten sons”? The Rabbis read the 
phrase as indication that the brothers were filled with remorse, and 
that they set out to search for Joseph in Egypt. They intended to offer 
ransom for him, and, if refused, to take him by force, at the risk of 
their lives. 

[3] Joseph was governor: After he was made governor, why did not 
Joseph send word to his aged father, who still grieved for him? 

Joseph did send messengers to Jacob, we are told, but they could not 
find him, for Jacob and his family were nomads who wandered from 
place to place with their herds. 

[4] Joseph’s brothers came: Why did Jacob send ten sons to Egypt? 
Surely a smaller number, accompanied by servants, would have been 
sufficient. 

The cause was Joseph who, unable to locate his father and brothers, 
decided to let them find him. He sent word over all the trade routes 
that servants of foreigners were forbidden to buy grain in Egypt 
during the famine. Only free men might come, each with one donkey. 
Therefore, when Jacob needed food for his family, he found it neces¬ 
sary to send ten sons to carry back food enough. 
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all one mans sons. We are honest men, 
not spies.” 

And Joseph said to them, “No, you 
came but to see the nakedness of the 
land.” 

And they said, “Your servants are 
twelve brothers, the sons of one man in 
the land of Canaan; and the youngest 
is today with our father, and one is no 
more.” 

But Joseph said to them, “It is as I 
said: you are spies! By this shall you be 
tested: [5] as Pharaoh lives, you shall 
not leave this place unless your youngest 
brother comes here. Send one of you and 
let him bring your brother, while the 
rest of you remain in custody, so that the 
truth of your word may be proved. Else, 


as Pharaoh lives, surely you are spies.” 
And he put them all together in prison 
for three days. 

On the third day Joseph said to them, 
“Do this and you shall live, for I fear 
God. If you are honest men, let one of 
your brothers remain in prison; but the 
rest of you go, carry grain home for your 
starved households. But bring your 
youngest brother to me so that your 
words shall be verified, and you shall 
not die.” 

And they said to one another, “Truly, 
we are guilty about our brother in that 
we saw the distress of his soul when he 
pleaded with us for mercy, and we 
would not hear. Therefore this distress 
has come upon us.” 


[5] you shall be tested! The text repeats that Joseph recognized 
his brothers when they came to Egypt. Why did he not reveal him¬ 
self to them? 

When they bent low before him, Joseph was reminded of his child¬ 
hood dreams in which they bowed before him. He also remembered 
how he had begged in vain for mercy when he was thrown into the 
pit. Were they still so cruel, he asked himself? Had they harmed Ben¬ 
jamin, out of hatred for him? Was his father still alive? He awaited 
answers to these questions before revealing himself. 

Moreover, Joseph had a sense of destiny, a belief that he was in 
Egypt as part of God’s plan. Otherwise, the dedication of his ancestor, 
Abraham, would have been in vain. Would the Children of Israel 
persist as a spiritual force, or would they be no more than a tribe of 
quarrelsome brothers? 

All this he would test and see. 
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GENESIS 42:22-29,35-38 


And Reuben said to them, “Did I not 
say to you: Do not sin against the boy? 
But you would not listen.” 

They did not know that Joseph under¬ 
stood them, for he had an interpreter be¬ 
tween them. [6] 

He turned away from them and wept; 
but he returned to them and spoke to 
them, and took Simeon and bound him 
before their eyes. Then Joseph gave 
orders to fill their sacks with grain, and 
to return each one’s money into his sack, 
and to give them provisions for their 
journey; and this was done for them. 
And they loaded their donkeys with their 
grain and departed. 

When they camped, one of them 
opened his sack to give his donkey fod¬ 
der, and saw his money in the mouth of 
the sack. And he said to his brothers, 
“My money has been returned. See, it is 
here inside my sack.” 

And their hearts sank, and they 
turned trembling one to another, and 


said, “What is this that God has done 
to us?” 

THE BROTHERS RETURN TO CANAAN 

they came to Jacob their father in the 
land of Canaan, and they told him all 
that had befallen them. 

And when they emptied their sacks, 
they found each man’s money in his 
sack; and when they and their father saw 
their bundles of money, they were 
frightened. 

And Jacob their father said, “You have 
bereaved me. Joseph is no more, and 
Simeon is no more, and now you would 
take Benjamin away.” 

Then Reuben said to his father, “You 
may slay my two sons if I do not bring 
him to you. [7] Put him in my charge, 
and I will bring him back to you.” 

And Jacob said, “My son shall not go 
down with you, for his brother is dead, 
and he only is left. If harm befalls him 
on the journey that you take, then you 


[6 ] the interpreter: According to the Midrash, the interpreter was 
Joseph’s elder son, Manasseh. Although born and reared in Egypt, 
the youth had been taught the language and traditions of his ancestors. 
Despite the fact that they were the only Israelites in Egypt, Joseph’s 
family maintained their identity. 

[7] slay my two sons: Though Reuben meant well, he was not the 
wisest of the brothers. When he suggested that Jacob kill Reuben’s 
two sons if Benjamin did not return, Jacob might have retorted, “It is 
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will bring down my gray hairs with sor¬ 
row to the grave.” 

But the famine was very severe in the 
land. And when they had eaten up the 
grain they had brought from Egypt, 
their father said to them, “Go again, and 
buy us a little food.” 

And Judah said to him, “The man 
warned us, saying: Do not see my face 
unless your brother is with you. If you 
will send our brother with us, we will 
go down and buy you food; but if you 
will not send him, we will not go down.” 

And Judah said to his father, “Send 
the lad with me, and we will arise and 
go, that we may live and not die, both 
we and you and our little ones. [8] I will 
be surety for him; hold me responsible. 
If I do not bring him back to you and 
set him before you, let me bear the 
blame forever.” 


And Israel their father said to them, 
“If it must be so, then do this: take some 
of the best fruits of the land in your 
vessels and carry down a gift to the man, 
some balm, some honey, spices, pistachio 
nuts and almonds. And take double the 
money in your hands, because the money 
that was returned in the mouth of your 
sacks might have been an oversight. 
Take your brother, too, and go and re¬ 
turn to the man. And may God Al¬ 
mighty give you mercy before the man, 
that he may release to you your other 
brother and Benjamin. As for me, if I 
am to be bereaved of my children, I 
shall be bereaved.” 

THE BROTHERS’ SECOND VISIT 

TO EGYPT 

the men took the gifts, and they took 


a wild and foolish scheme! Joseph and Simeon are already lost to me. 
If disaster befalls Benjamin, will I be happier for slaying my grand¬ 
children as well?” But he replied only, “My son shall not go down 
with you.” 

As the verse says, “Answer not a fool according to his folly” (Prov¬ 
erbs 26:4). 

[8] send the lad with me: The Midrash says that Judah’s main ar¬ 
gument was, “Father, we cannot foresee what may befall Benjamin. 
However, we know that if we do not go to Egypt, you and I and all 
our little ones will perish of hunger. Is it not better to risk one soul 
than to abandon all?” 

.mpt£h CT3D3 .Dpi 

• • •• : * : t t 


rnn?n inp 


mb: osai ns osa : nma nnim na 

: - : - : • t: “ : t : • • t • : 





82 

double money in their hands, and Ben¬ 
jamin; and they rose up and went down 
to Egypt, and stood before Joseph. 

When Joseph saw Benjamin with 
them, he said to the steward of his 
house, “Bring the men into the house 
and prepare meat, for the men shall eat 
with me at noon.” And the man did as 
Joseph bade. 

When Joseph came home, they 
brought him the gifts in their hands and 
bowed down to him to the ground. And 
he asked of their health, and said, “Is 
your father well? The old man of whom 
you spoke, is he still living?” 

And they said, “Your servant, our 
father, is well. He is still alive.” And 
they bowed their heads in obeisance. 

And Joseph looked up and saw Ben¬ 
jamin his brother, his mother’s son, and 
asked, “Is this your youngest brother of 
whom you spoke to me?” And he said 
to him, “May God be gracious unto you, 
my son.” 

And Joseph hastily sought a place to 
weep, for his heart yearned toward his 
brother; so he went to his chamber, and 
wept there. And he washed his face and 
came out, and he controlled himself, and 
said, “Set out bread.” 

They were seated in his presence ac¬ 
cording to their age; the first-born accord¬ 
ing to his birthright, and the youngest 
according to his youth; and the men 
looked at each other in astonishment. 


genesis 43:15-17, 26-31, 33-34; 44:1-10 

Portions were taken to them from his 
table, but Benjamin's portion was five 
times as much as any of theirs. And they 
drank and were merry with him. 

Then he commanded his house stew¬ 
ard, saying, “Fill the men’s sacks with 
food, as much as they can carry, and put 
each man’s money in the mouth of his 
sack. And put my silver goblet in the 
mouth of the sack of the youngest.” And 
he did as Joseph had told him. 

When the morning dawned, the men 
were sent away, they and their donkeys. 
And when they were gone out of the 
city and were not yet far, Joseph said 
to his steward, “Quick! go after the men! 
And when you overtake them, say to 
them, ‘Why have you repaid evil for 
good? It is the cup from which my lord 
drinks. You have done an evil thing.’ ” 

So he overtook them, and he spoke 
these words to them. And they said to 
him, “Why does my lord speak such 
things? Far be it from your servants to 
do such a thing! Behold, the money 
which we found in our sacks we brought 
back to you from the land of Canaan; 
why then should we steal silver or gold 
from your lord’s house? If it is found 
on one of your servants, he shall die, 
and the rest of us will become slaves to 
your lord.” 

And he said, “Although it should in¬ 
deed be as you say, yet only the one in 
whose possession it is found shall be- 
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come a slave; but the rest of you shall be 
blameless.” 

Then each one hastily lowered his 

✓ 

sack to the ground and opened it. And 
he searched, beginning with the eldest 
and finishing with the youngest; and 
the goblet was found in Benjamin’s sack. 
Then they rent their clothes, and every 
man reloaded his donkey, and they re¬ 
turned to the city. 

Judah and his brothers came to Jo¬ 
seph’s house, and they fell before him 
on the ground. And Joseph said to them, 
“What deed is this that you have done?” 

And Judah said, “What can we say 
to my lord? What shall we speak? Or 
how shall we clear ourselves? God has 
discovered the iniquity of your servants. 
We are our lord’s slaves, both we and he 
in whose hand the goblet was found.” 


But Joseph said, “Far be it from me 
that I should do so! Only the man in 
whose hand the goblet was found shall 
be my slave; but as for the rest of you, 
go in peace to your father.” 

JOSEPH REVEALS HIMSELF 

then judah came near to him, and said, 
“Oh, my lord, [9] let your servant, I pray 
you, speak a word in the ears of my lord, 
and do not let your anger burn against 
your servant; for you are equal to Phar¬ 
aoh himself. My lord asked his servants: 
Have you a father or a brother? And we 
said to my lord: We have a father, an 
old man, and a child of his old age, a 
little one; and his brother is dead, and he 
alone is left of his mother, and his father 
loves him. But you said to your servant: 


[9] “be, adoni”—oh, my lord: When did Joseph decide to reveal him¬ 
self? When Judah cried, “Oh, my lord!” Joseph understood that the 
Hebrew phrase could mean, “Me, my lord.” Judah was saying, “Take 
me instead of Benjamin! If you need a soldier, I am the stronger. If 
you wish a servant to draw water, or to work in the fields, or to do 
any work whatever, I am better suited than the frail Benjamin.” 

This was precisely what Joseph had been waiting' to hear. Until this 
moment, he had no knowledge that his brothers had changed; but 
now they did not try to save themselves at Benjamin’s expense, even 
though it appeared that he had brought trouble upon them. Judah 
offered his freedom and, if need be, his very life for his brother. 

Now Joseph made himself known to the brothers he knew to be 
worthy. 
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GENESIS 44:21-26, 30-34; 45: 1-5, 7-1 I, 13-15 


Bring him down to me that I may set 
eyes upon him. But we said to my lord: 
The lad cannot leave his father; for if 
he should leave his father would die. 
And you said: Unless your youngest 
brother comes down with you, you shall 
not see my face again. When we re¬ 
turned to our father, we told him the 
words of my lord. 

“Our father said: Go again and buy 
us a little food. But we said: We cannot 
go unless our youngest brother be with 
us. Now if I come to your servant, my 
father, without the lad, in whose life his 
life is bound up, when he sees that the 
boy is not with us, he will die. And your 
servants will bring down the gray hairs 
of our father with sorrow to the grave. 

“And your servant became surety for 
the lad to my father. Therefore, let your 
servant, I pray you, remain in the lad’s 
place, a slave to my lord; but let the 
lad go back with his brothers. For how 
shall I go back to my father if the lad 
is not with me, and witness the sorrow 
that will come upon my father?’’ 

Joseph could not control himself be¬ 
fore his attendants, and he cried, “Let 
everyone go out from here!’’ And so 
there was no one else present with Jo¬ 
seph when he made himself known to 
his brothers. 


And he wept aloud and he said to his 
brothers, “I am Joseph. Is my father yet 
alive?” 

And his brothers could not answer 
him, so dismayed were they to see him. 
And Joseph said to his brothers, “Come 
near to me, I pray you.” 

And they came near and he said, “I 
am Joseph, your brother, whom you sold 
into Egypt. Now do not be distressed nor 
reproach yourselves that you sold me, 
for God sent me before you to preserve 
life. God sent me before you to insure 
you a remnant on earth and to save 
your lives in a great deliverance. It was 
not you who sent me here, but God. 

“Hasten and go to my father, and say 
to him, ‘Thus speaks your son, Joseph: 
God has made me lord of all Egypt; 
come down to me, without delay. You 
shall live in the land of Goshen, and be 
near me, you and your children and your 
children’s children, and your flocks and 
your herds, and all that you have. And 
1 will provide for you.’ And you shall 
tell my father of all my glory in Egypt 
and of all that you have seen, and you 
shall hasten to bring my father here.” 

And he fell upon his brother Ben¬ 
jamin’s neck and wept; and Benjamin 
wept upon his neck. And he kissed all 
his brothers and wept. 
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11 * GENESIS [45-50] 


JACOB LEARNS THAT JOSEPH IS ALIVE 

the news was heard in Pharaoh’s house 
that Joseph’s brothers had come, and 
Pharaoh and his servants were pleased. 
And Pharaoh said to Joseph, "Say to 
your brothers: Do this, load vour beasts 
and go hack to the land ot Canaan; and 
take your father and your households 
and come to me; and I will give you the 
best of the land of Egypt and you shall 
eat the fat of the land. Now you are 
commanded to do this: Take wagons 
from the land of Egypt for your little 
ones and for your wives, and bring your 
father, and come. Do not worry about 

nixttfii nirinK ttoi anso mra □ 


your belongings, for the best of all the 
land of Egypt is yours.” 

So Joseph gave them wagons as Phar¬ 
aoh commanded, and supplied them 
with provisions for the journey. To each 
of them he gave changes of clothing, but 
to Benjamin he gave three hundred 
shekels of silver and live changes of 
clothing. And to his father he sent ten 
donkevs laden with the best thi ngs of 
Egypt, and ten laden with grain and 
bread and provisions for his father’s 
journey. 

And he said to them, "See that you 
do not quarrel on the way!” 

So he sent his brothers away, and they 
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GENESIS 45:25-28 46:1-2 


went up from Egypt and came to the 
land of Canaan, to Jacob their father. 
And they told him, saying, “Joseph is 
yet alive, and he is ruler over all the land 
of Egypt.” [1] 

And his heart stood still, for he did 
not believe them. But when he saw the 
wagons which Joseph had sent to carry 
him, the spirit of Jacob their father 
revived. 


“Enough/ 1 said Israel. “Joseph my son 
is still alive! I will go and see him before 
I die.” [2] 

Jacob’s journey to Egypt 

Israel set out on his journey with all 
that he had, and came to Beer-sheba, 
and offered sacrifices to the God of his 
father Isaac. And God spoke to Israel 


[ 1 ] the brothers return: When the brothers returned to Canaan, 
they reported to Jacob that Joseph was alive and ruler over all Egypt. 
They told of his importance and influence, his titles and honor, his 
servants and his wealth; but this was not of concern to Jacob. 

“What of his good works,” his father asked, “his charity and his 
good name?” 

“There is none to equal him in all Egypt for good deeds and char¬ 
ity,” they immediately said. “He gives generously to the needy, the 
widowed and the orphaned. He protects the weak and restores justice 
to the wronged. His kindnesses have made his name blessed.” 

Jacob rose, looked heavenward, and prayed, “Praised be the Lord 
who strengthened my son Joseph in his time of trouble, and caused 
him to live according to His Torah of lovingkindness.” 

<+§ [2] Jacob’s happiness: Jacob celebrated his happiness with a great 

banquet for his sons and their households. Canaanites, too, came to 
congratulate them on the good news. “When Joseph was lost to me 
many years ago,” Jacob told them, “I mourned and would not be 
comforted. In my heart I said: God has embittered my life. 

“Now I have learned not only that my son lives, but that he is gov¬ 
ernor over all of Egypt, and is known for his charity and good works. 
God is righteous and faithful: that which seems evil to us, He turns 
for good. May His great Name be blessed!” 
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in a vision by night, and said, “Jacob, 
Jacob!" 

And he answered, “Here I am.” 

And He said to Israel, “I am God, the 
God of your father. Do not be afraid to 
go down into Egypt, for there I will 
make you a great nation. I will go down 
with you into Egypt; and I will also 
surely bring you up again; and Joseph 
will close your eyes.” 

Then Jacob rose up from Beer-sheba; 
and the sons of Israel carried Jacob their 
father and their little ones and their 
wives in the wagons which Pharaoh had 
sent to carry him. And they took their 
cattle and their goods which they had 
gotten in the land of Canaan, and came 
into Egypt, Jacob and all his children 
with him. All the souls belonging to 
Jacob that came into Egypt were sixty- 
six. And the sons of Joseph, who were 
born to him in Egypt, were two; all who 
came into Egypt were seventy. [3] 


And he sent Judah ahead of him to 
Joseph, to show him the way to Goshen; 
and they came into the land of Goshen. 

And Joseph ordered his chariot, and 
went up to meet Israel his father; and he 
presented himself to him and fell on his 
neck and wept a long time. Then Israel 
said to Joseph, “Now I can die, since I 
have seen your face, that you are yet 
alive.” 


JACOB BEFORE PHARAOH 

then Joseph went in and told Pharaoh, 
and said, “My father and my brothers, 
and their flocks and their herds and all 
that they possess, have come from the 
land of Canaan; and they are in the land 
of Goshen.” 

And from among his brothers he took 
five men and presented them to Pharaoh. 
And Pharaoh said to his brothers, “What 
is your occupation?” 


[3] the seventy: Jacob was troubled when he learned that Joseph 
wished him to go down into Egypt, and there to reside. “Shall I leave 
the land of my ancestors, the Holy Land, where the Shechinah, the 
Divine Presence, is in every valley and field, to go to an unclean land, 
where men worship idols and do not fear God?” 

Then God spoke, “I will go with you to Egypt.” 

It is written: “All who came into Egypt were seventy.” Yet at the 
border of Egypt, when the males of Jacob’s family were counted, 
they were found to number only sixty-nine, including Joseph and his 
two sons. The seventieth was the Almighty. 
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GENESIS 47:3-12, 27-30; 48:7; 47:30-31; 48: IO, I, 8 


And they said to Pharaoh, “Your serv¬ 
ants are shepherds, as were also our 
fathers. And we have come to sojourn in 
the land, for there is no pasture for your 
servants’ (locks, since the famine is se¬ 
vere in the land of Canaan. Therefore, 
we pray you, let your servants dwell in 
the land of Goshen.” 

And Pharaoh spoke to Joseph, saying, 
“Now that your father and your broth¬ 
ers have come to you, let them live in 
the best part of the land; let them dwell 
in the land of Goshen. And if you know 
any able men among them, put them in 
charge of my cattle.” 

Joseph brought in Jacob his father, 
and presented him to Pharaoh. And 
Jacob blessed Pharaoh. 

And Pharaoh said to Jacob, “How old 
arc you?” And Jacob said to Pharaoh, 
“The days of the years of my sojournings 
are a hundred and thirty years. Few and 
hard were the years of my life, and they 
have not reached the years of my fathers 
in their sojournings.” And Jacob blessed 
Pharaoh, and left Pharaoh’s presence. 

Then Joseph settled his father and his 
brothers, and gave them a possession in 
the land of Egypt, in the best part of 
the land, as Pharaoh had commanded. 
And Joseph provided for his father, his 
brothers and all his father’s household. 


And Israel dwelt in the land of Egypt 
in the province of Goshen; and they 
were fruitful and became very numerous. 

THE DEATH OF JACOB 

Jacob lived in the land of Egypt seven¬ 
teen years. And when the time drew 
near for Israel to die, he called his son 
Joseph, and said to him, “If I have found 
favor in your eyes, I pray you, show 
kindness and faithfulness to me, and do 
not bury me in Egypt. When I lie down 
with my fathers, carry me out of Egypt 
and bury me in their burial-place. When 
I was coming from Paddan, Rachel died, 
to my sorrow, in the land of Canaan, 
some distance from Ephrath; and I bur¬ 
ied her there on the road to Ephrath— 
now Beth-lehem.” 

And Joseph said, “I will do as you 
have said.” 

And Jacob said, “Swear to me.” 

And Joseph gave him his oath. And 
Israel settled back on the head of his 
bed. 

Now Israel’s eyes were so dim with 
age that he could not see. And Joseph 
brought his two sons to his father, and 
when Israel saw them, he said, “Who 
are these?” [4] 

And Joseph said to his father, “They 


[4] who are these? Joseph brought his sons to his father that he 
might bless them. When they entered, Jacob saw two boys dressed as 
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are my sons, whom God has given me 
here." 

And Israel said, “Bring them to me 
that I may bless them.” 

Then Joseph brought them near to 
him, and he kissed them and embraced 
them. And Israel said to Joseph, “I did 
not expect to see your face, but God 
has let me see your children also.” 

And Israel stretched out his right 
hand, and laid it upon the head of 
Ephraim, who was the younger, and his 
left hand upon Manasseh’s head, cross¬ 
ing his hands, for Manasseh was the 
first-born. When Joseph saw that his 
father was laying his right hand upon 
the head of Ephraim it displeased him, 
and he raised his father’s hand to remove 
it from Ephraim’s head to Manasseh’s 
head. And Joseph said to his father, 


“Not so, my father, for this is the first¬ 
born. Put your right hand upon his 
head.” 

But his father refused, and said, “I 
know it, my son, I know it. He also 
shall become a people, and he also shall 
be great; however his younger brother 
shall be greater than he, and his de¬ 
scendants shall become a multitude of 
nations.” 

And Jacob blessed Joseph’s children, 
and said, “The God before whom my 
fathers Abraham and Isaac did walk, the 
God who has been my shepherd all my 
life long unto this day, the angel who 
has redeemed me from all evil, bless the 
lads; and in them let my name be re¬ 
called and the name of my fathers Abra- 

-c_ 

ham and Isaac. And let them grow into 
a multitude in the midst of the earth.” 


Egyptians and speaking together in the Egyptian tongue. “Who are 
these?” Jacob asked. “They are not ours and should not receive my 

“Father, they are my sons,” Joseph answered. “They appear strange 
in your eyes because they were born and reared in Egypt, but they are 
true descendants of Abraham, worthy of your blessing.” 

This did not satisfy his father. “You did not marry one of our kin. 
Were you wed according to the laws and customs of our people?” 
Jacob asked. 

In reply, Joseph brought his wife, Asenath, to Jacob, and showed 
him their marriage contract, the k’tubah. “Father, this is my wife, 
whom I married according to our laws and traditions, with a marriage 
contract and proper ceremony. Bless my sons, I beg you, if only for 
the sake of this pious woman.” 
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GENESIS 49: I, 29-31, 33; 50:1-2, 4, 7-8, I4-20 


And Jacob called in all his sons and 
blessed them. [5] And he charged them, 
saying, “I am to be gathered to my peo¬ 
ple. Bury me with my fathers in the 
cave that is in the field of Ephron, in 
the cave that is in the field of Mach- 
pelah, in the land of Canaan, which 
Abraham bought from Ephron, the Hit- 
tite, for a burial-place. [6] There Abra¬ 
ham and his wife Sarah were buried; 
and there Isaac and his wife Rebekah 
were buried; and there I buried Leah.” 

When Jacob finished charging his 
sons, he drew his feet up into the bed 
and expired, and was gathered to his 
people. 

And Joseph fell upon his father’s face 
and wept upon him, and kissed him. 
And Joseph commanded his servants, 
the physicians, to embalm his father. 
And the physicians embalmed Israel. 

And when the days of weeping for 
him were past, Joseph went up to bury 
his father in the land of Canaan. And 
with him went up all the officials of 
Pharaoh, the elders of his house, and all 


the elders of Egypt, and all the house of 
Joseph and his brothers, and his father’s 
household. 

THE DEATH OF JOSEPH 

and Joseph returned into Egypt after 
he had buried his father, he and his 
brothers, and all who went up with him 
to bury his father. 

When Joseph’s brothers saw that their 
father was dead, they said, "It may be 
that Joseph will hate us, and will pay us 
back all the evil which we did him.” And 
they sent a message to him, saying: 
"Your father commanded before he died, 
saying, ‘This you shall say to Joseph: For¬ 
give now the wickedness and the sin of 
your brothers for the evil they did to 
you. 

And Joseph wept when they spoke to 
him. Then his brothers fell down before 
him; and they said, "Here, we are your 
bondmen.” 

And Joseph said to them, "Do not be 
afraid, for am I in the place of God? You 


[5] jacob summoned his sons: When Jacob’s end was near, he called 
his sons together. They assembled about his bed for his blessing. Be¬ 
fore he would bless them, the aged patriarch was obliged to ask, "Have 
you, my sons, been tempted by the animal gods of Egypt to forsake the 
God of Israel?” 

With one voice they replied, "Hear, O Israel [our father], the Lord 
is our God, the Lord is One!” 
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meant to do me harm, but God meant it 
for good, in order to save the lives of 
many people. Now therefore do not be 
afraid; I will provide for you, and for 
your little ones.” And he comforted them, 
and spoke kindly to them. 

Joseph dwelt in the land of Egypt, he 
and his father’s household; and Joseph 
lived one hundred and ten years. And he 
lived to see his sons’ children of the third 
generation. 

And Joseph said to his brothers, “I am 


about to die; but God will surely remem¬ 
ber you and bring you up out of this land 
unto the land which He promised to 
Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.” 

And Joseph then took an oath from 
the sons of Israel: “When God will re¬ 
member you, you shall carry up my bones 
with you from here.” 

So Joseph died when he was one hun¬ 
dred and ten years old. And they em¬ 
balmed him, and he was put in a coffin 
in Egypt. 


[6] bury me with my fathers: Despite the fact that he did not 
grant the same favor to Rachel, Jacob requested that he be buried in 
the Cave of Machpelah. Why had he been so indifferent to the last 
resting place of Rachel, whom he had loved the most? 

The Midrash tells us that it was God who commanded Jacob to 
bury Rachel on the road to Beth-lehem, along which the Jewish peo¬ 
ple would pass, centuries later, as they went into exile. Then would 
the matriarch Rachel have compassion on her people, as Jeremiah 
prophesied: “A voice is heard on high, the sound of weeping—Rachel 
weeping for her children” (31:15). 
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THE OPPRESSION OF THE ISRAELITES 
IN EGYPT 

JOSEPH DIED, AND all his brothers, and all 
that generation, [i] And the Children of 
Israel multiplied and increased greatly 


and grew mighty, so that the land was 
filled with them. 

Now there arose a new king over 
Egypt, who knew not Joseph. And he 
said to his people, “The people of the 

Children of Israel are too many and too 

✓ 


[i] and all that generation: Why did the Egyptians come to de¬ 
spise the Children of Israel? 

The change came about when Jacob’s sons died and their descend¬ 
ants began to ape the ways of the Egyptians. They thronged to the 
shrines of the animal gods of Egypt, forsook their own traditions, and 
became a people without a heritage. Then the Egyptians’ goodwill 
turned to hate, and Pharaoh said, “Come, let us deal wisely with 
them!’’ 
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EXODUS 1:10-12,14-15 


mighty for us. Come, let us deal wisely 
with them, lest they become so numerous 
that if a war comes, they will join with 
our enemies and fight against us, and go 
out of the land.” 

Therefore they set over them taskmas¬ 
ters to afflict them with hard labor. And 
they built for Pharaoh store-cities, Pit- 
hom and Raamses. But the more they 
were oppressed, the more numerous they 


multiplied and the more they spread out. 
And the Egyptians made their lives bitter 
with hard labor, in mortar and in brick 
and in all kinds of work in the field. [2] 

PHARAOH COMMANDS TO KILL ALL 
NEWBORN BOYS 

then the king of Egypt spoke to the 
Hebrew midwives, and he said, “When 


[2] bitter with hard labor: The Egyptians deliberately tried to 
break the spirit of the Children of Israel by making them humiliate 
each other. Each Egyptian taskmaster had under his command ten 
Israelite foremen. Each foreman had to see that his group of ten slaves 
fulfilled the prescribed day's work, or he was cruelly whipped. As a 
result, the foremen drove their men and beat them, in order to com¬ 
plete their quota. This system was intended to divide the Hebrews 
and to make them hate each other. 

Often the Egyptians forced the Israelite foremen to put too heavy 
a load on the young, or to compel a woman or an old man to carry 
the load of a young, strong man. They humiliated a man by making 
him do women’s work. 

When the day’s work was done, the taskmasters would rout their 
slaves from their miserable beds and set them to chopping wood and 
bringing water from the river. The slaves’ reward for their labors was 
ever a kick and a curse. 

Yet the Egyptians did not break the spirit of the Hebrews. Our 
Rabbis say that the Israelites did not give up hope because of four 
things: they never changed their names; they never changed their 
language; they did not inform on one another; and they always mar¬ 
ried their own people. 

These strong family ties gave them fortitude to bear hardship with 
dignity, and to hope that they would be redeemed. 
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you help the Hebrew women [3] give 
birth, if it is a boy you shall kill him; but 
if it is a girl, she shall live/’ 

But the midwives feared God and did 
not do as the king of Egypt commanded 
them, but let the boys live. [4] And the 
king of Egypt called for the midwives 
and said to them, “Why have you done 
this thing, and let the boys live?” 

And the midwives said to Pharaoh, 
“Because the Hebrew women are not like 
the Egyptian women; for they are vigor¬ 
ous. Before the midwives come to them, 
they have given birth.” 

✓ O 


And God dealt well with the mid¬ 
wives; and the people multiplied, and 
grew very mighty. And Pharaoh com¬ 
manded all his people, saying, “Every 
son that is born you shall cast into the 
Nile, but every girl you shall let live.” 

THE BIRTH OF MOSES 

there was a man from the tribe of Levi 
who took a wife, a daughter of the tribe 
of Levi. And the woman bore a son; and 
when she saw how fair he was, she hid 
him for three months. And when she 


[3] the Hebrew women: The Israelites did not break down under 
slavery, but were equal to freedom. Through the efforts of their loyal 
wives, they kept their courage, though overworked and mistreated. 

The Hebrew women did not desert their husbands. They followed 
the men and camped near the slave barracks. During the day they 
netted fish or gathered vegetables; as night fell they prepared a savory 
dish for their weary husbands. When the men came home, exhausted 
and spiritless, their wives helped them wash, served their food, and 
spoke kind and loving words. Their devotion kept up the strength and 
courage of the Israelites under the rigors of slavery. 


[4] the midwives: Our Rabbis pointed out that the phrase, “did not 
do as the king of Egypt commanded them,” implies they “let the boys 
live.” Why were both phrases used? 

This was double praise, our Sages explained. Not only did the mid¬ 
wives refuse to obey the king’s command to kill the male infants, 
they also cared for the mothers, and washed and fed the infants. 
Moreover, they went among the other Hebrew women and asked for 
food and drink for the poor mothers, and for clothes for their babies. 
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EXODUS 2:3-13 


could no longer hide him, she took a 
basket of papyrus reeds and daubed it 
with bitumen and with pitch; and she 
put the child in it and placed it among 
the reeds by the river’s edge- And his sis- 
ter stood at a distance to learn what 
would happen to him. 

The daughter of Pharaoh came down 
to bathe in the river; and her maids 
walked along the river-side. She saw the 
basket among the reeds and sent her maid 
to fetch it. When she opened it, she saw 
a child, a boy crying. And she had pity 
on him. 

And she said, “This is one of the He¬ 
brews’ children.’’ 

Then his sister said to Pharaoh’s 
daughter, “Shall I go and call a nurse of 
the Hebrew women, that she may nurse 
the child for you?’’ 

And Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, 

“Go!” 

So the maiden went and called the 
child’s mother. And Pharaoh’s daughter 


said to her, “Take this child and nurse it 
for me, and I will give you your wages.’’ 

So the woman took the child and 
nursed it. When the child grew she 
brought it to Pharaoh’s daughter, and he 
became her son. And she called his name 
Moses, for she said, “I drew him out of 
the water.’’ [5] 


MOSES SEES THE SUFFERING OF 
HIS BRETHREN 

and it came to pass, when Moses had 
grown up, that he went out to his kins¬ 
men and saw their labor. [6] And he saw 
an Egyptian smiting a Hebrew, one of 
his kinsmen. And he looked this way and 
that way, and when he saw that there 
was no one around, he smote the Egyp¬ 
tian and he hid him in the sand. 

He went out the next day and saw 
that two Hebrews were fighting. He 
said to the wrongdoer, “Why do you 
strike your fellow?’’ 


[ 5 ] why was he named moses? Bithiah, Pharaoh’s daughter, was 
taken by the infant’s beauty. Her maidservants urged her to throw the 
baby back into the river. “It is the law that the Hebrew boys be 
drowned,” they reminded her. 

Bithiah did not heed them. “I shall raise him as my own,” she said. 
“He shall be called Moshc, for I drew him from the water.” 

Though Moses had been given seven names bv his family, to this 
day we know him only by the name of Moses. 
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And he said, “Who made you ruler 
and judge over us? Do you mean to kill 
me, as you killed the Egyptian?” 

Then Moses was afraid and said, 
“Surely, the thing is known.” 

When Pharaoh heard of the matter, he 
sought to kill Moses. But Moses fled 
from Pharaoh. 

MOSES SETTLES IN MIDIAN 

moses came to the land of Midian, and 
he sat down by a w r ell. Now the priest 
of Midian had seven daughters; and they 
came and drew water, and filled the 
troughs to water their father’s flock. The 
shepherds came and drove them away; 
but Moses arose and helped them, and 
watered their flock. 

When they came to their father, he 

✓ 7 


said, “How is it that you have come so 
soon today?” 

And they said, “An Egyptian delivered 
us from the shepherds. He even drew 
water for us and watered the flock.” 

And he said to his daughters, “Where 
is he? Why did you leave the man? Call 
him, that he may eat bread!” 

And Moses was content to dwell with 
the man; and he gave Moses his daughter 
Zipporah as wife. And she bore a son, 
whom he called Gershom; because, he 
said, “I have been a stranger in a strange 
land.” 


THE BURNING BUSH 

a long time later the king of Egypt 
died. The Children of Israel groaned be¬ 
cause of the bondage, and their cry came 


[6] he went out to his kinsmen: Moses was reared in the palace 
as foster son of Pharaoh’s favorite daughter. He grew handsome and 
tall, and was dressed in the finest of robes. Pharaoh himself gave him 
a proud horse to ride. 

One dav, when he was twenty, he rode out to Pithom and Raamses, 
where the Hebrews were building store-cities for Pharaoh. There he 
saw their enslavement, the harsh treatment they received, the ready 
whips that drove them to their labors. Dismounting, Moses went to 
their aid, bending his back beneath the huge stones they were strug¬ 
gling to put into place. When he walked among them, helping and 
encouraging them, his eves were filled with tears. Then it was that 
he recognized these were his brethren, and that he must lead them. 


.n»*D2 fix 3 ’rrn "ia nnx 'a ,Dizha in© nx xnp’i ja i^rn 



9 8 


EXODUS 2:24-25; 3: 1-6 


up to God. And God heard their groan¬ 
ing, and God remembered His covenant 
with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Ja¬ 
cob. And God took notice of their plight. 

Now Moses was tending the flock of 
Jethro, his father-in-law, [7] the priest 
of Midian; and he led the flock into the 
wilderness and came to the mountain of 
God, to Horeb. And he looked and he 
•saw a thorn bush, and behold the bush 
was burning with fire, and the bush was 
not consumed. [8] 

Then Moses said, “Let me turn and 


see this great sight; why is the bush not 
consumed?” 

And when the Lord saw that he 
turned aside to see, God called to him out 
of the midst of the bush, and said, 
“Moses, Moses!” 

And he answered, “Here I am.” 

And He said, “Do not come nearer; 
take your shoes off your feet, for the 
the place on which you stand is holy 
ground.” Moreover, He said, “I am the 
God of your father, the God of Abraham, 
the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” 


[7] why was moses chosen? God does not raise a man to greatness 
until He has tested him in small things. The Almighty observed the 
way Moses tended Jethro’s flocks, leading them into the wilderness 
to keep them from grazing, even by accident, on other men’s fields. 

Once a young kid ran away. Moses pursued it until it stopped at 
a water hole to drink. “I did not know that you ran away because of 
thirst,” Moses said. “You must be weary from running so far!” He put 
the kid on his shoulders and carried it back to the flock. 

“You have shown kindness and compassion to the sheep,” God said. 
“You shall therefore shepherd My flock, My beloved Children of 
Israel.” 

[8] why from the thorn bush? Gazing at the thorn bush, Moses 
thought, “My people are like this lowly bush: small and unimportant. 
Will they ever be freed from slavery?” 

As he spoke, flames began to envelop the bush, and Moses ex¬ 
claimed with a trembling heart, “O God, now the bush is in flames! 
Does this mean that my people will be destroyed by the Egyptians?” 

The bush burned, but was not consumed; and a voice within him 
said, “Your people are like this burning bush. It burns and it is not 
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And Moses hid his face, for he was 
afraid to look at God. 

And the Lord said, “I have indeed 
seen the affliction of My people that are 
in Egypt, and have heard their cry under 
the oppressors; and I know their suffer¬ 
ing. And I have come down to deliver 
them from the hand of the Egyptians 
and to bring them up out of that land to 
a spacious and a good land, to a land 
flowing with milk and honey, to the 
country of the Canaanites. Come now, 
therefore, and I will send you to Pharaoh, 
that you may bring forth My people, the 
Children of Israel, out of Egypt.” 

And Moses said, “Who am I, that I 
should go to Pharaoh and that I should 
bring the Children of Israel out of 
Egypt?” 

And He said, “I will be with you.” 

And Moses said to God, “Behold, 
when I come to the Children of Israel 
and shall say to them: The God of your 
fathers has sent me to you; and they shall 
say to me: What is His name? what 
shall I say to them?” 


And God said to Moses, “Thus shall 
you say to the Children of Israel: Eh'yeh 
Asher Eh’yeh, I Am Who I Am— Eh’yeh 
has sent me to you. This is My name 
forever, and this is My memorial to all 
generations. 

“Go and gather the elders of Israel to¬ 
gether, and say to them: The Lord, the 
God of Abraham, of Isaac and of Jacob, 
has appeared to me, and said: I have 
indeed remembered you, and seen that 
which is done to you in Egypt. And I 
will bring you up out of the affliction of 
Egypt to the land of the Canaanite, to a 
land flowing with milk and honey.” 

And Moses said, “But perhaps they 
will not believe me nor listen to me, for 
they will say: The Lord has not appeared 
to you.” 

And the Lord said to him, “What is 
that in your hand?” 

And he replied, “A rod.” 

The Lord said, “Cast it on the ground.” 
And Moses cast it on the ground and it 
became a serpent; and Moses recoiled 
from it. [9] 


consumed. The Israelites suffer, but they will never be destroyed.” 

Our Rabbis also explain: God spoke from the lowly thorn bush to 
teach that no place, no matter how small and humble, is without 
God’s presence and care. 

[9] moses recoiled from it: A Roman matron boasted to Rabbi 
Yose ben Halafta, “From your own Bible I can prove that my idols 
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EXODUS 4:4, IO-18 


And the Lord said to Moses, “Stretch 
out your hand and take it by the tail.” 
And he stretched out his hand and seized 
it, and it became a rod in his hand. 

But Moses said to the Lord, “O Lord, 
I am not a man of words; for I am slow 
of speech and of a slow tongue.” 

And the Lord said to him, “Who has 
given man a mouth? Who makes a man 
dumb or deaf, or seeing or blind? Is it not 
I, the Lord? Therefore, go now, and I 
will be with your mouth, and teach you 
what to speak.” 

And Moses said, “O Lord, I pray 
Thee, send anyone but me.” 

Then the Lord became angry at 
Moses, and He said, “There is your 


brother Aaron, the Levite. I know that 
he can speak well. And he is coming to 
meet you; and when he sees you, he will 
be overjoyed. You shall speak to him and 
put words in his mouth; and he shall be 
your spokesman to the people. He shall 
be to you a mouth, and you shall be in 
God's stead to him. And you shall take 
in your hand this rod with which to 
perform the signs.” 

MOSES RETURNS TO EGYPT 

then moses went and returned to 
Jethro, his father-in-law, and said to him, 
“Let me go, I beg of you, and I will 
return to my brethren in Egypt and see 
whether they are still alive.” [10] 


are greater than your God. When the God of Israel appeared in a 
thorn bush, Moses merely covered his face; but when the rod turned 
into a serpent, he fled. This proves that the serpent, who is my god, 
is more powerful than your God!” 

Rabbi Yose rejoined, “Can you not see that there was no place 
Moses could flee from the true God, even should he so wish, dor no 
place on earth is hidden from Him? But he had only to retreat a few 
paces to be beyond the reach of the fangs of your serpent-god.” 

[ 10 ] kindness should not be forgotten: Before Moses accepted 
the mission of redeeming Israel, he said to God, “First I must return 
to Midian to ask my father-in-law’s permission to leave. I cannot go 
without his consent, for he befriended me when I was a stranger in 
Midian; he gave me a roof over my head, and food, and his daughter 
as a wife.” 
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And Jethro said to Moses, “Go in 
peace.” So Moses took his wife and his 
sons, and set them upon a donkey, and 
he returned to the land of Egypt. And 
Moses took the rod of God in his hand. 

And the Lord said to Aaron, “Go into 


the wilderness to meet Moses.” And he 
went and met him and kissed him. And 
Moses told Aaron all the words of the 
Lord with which He had sent him, and 
all the signs with which He had in¬ 
structed him. 


And God said, “Yes, even before you fulfill My command, ask 
Jethro’s leave. No man should be ungrateful.” 

Jethro consented for Moses to leave Midian, but not that he take 
his wife and children with him. “Why take your family into trou¬ 
ble?” he asked. 

Moses replied, “When people see that I have brought my wife and 
sons with me, they will believe that deliverance is near, for I would 
not bring my family into slavery.” 

At the border of Egypt, however, Moses met Aaron, who asked, 
“Who are they that travel with you?” 

Moses answered, “My wife and children.” Aaron said quickly, “The 
Egyptians will seize them and enslave them, for they are the familv 
of a Hebrew. They are not used to slavery as our people have be¬ 
come, and will perish before the day of deliverance. Send them back!” 

Moses did as his brother counseled. 
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MOSES AND AARON BEFORE PHARAOH 

moses and aaron went and gathered to¬ 
gether all the elders of the Children of 
Israel. And Aaron spoke all the words 
which the Lord had spoken to Moses, 


and did the signs in the sight of the peo 
pie. And the people believed; and when 
they heard that the Lord had remem¬ 
bered them, they bowed their heads and 
worshiped. 

Then Moses and Aaron [i] came to 


[i] only moses and aaron: The Israelite elders did not have courage 
enough to go with Moses and Aaron before Pharaoh. Even though 
Moses said he would speak in the name of the Lord, the elders 
furtively slipped away, one by one, as they approached the royal pal¬ 
ace. Moses and Aaron appeared alone before the king. 

The elders failed in their responsibility as leaders. Therefore when 
God gave the Ten Commandments to the Children of Israel, only 
Moses was allowed to ascend Mount Sinai; the timorous elders were 
not worthy of this privilege. 
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EXODUS 5:1-4, 6-7 

Pharaoh, and said, “Thus says the Lord, 
the God of Israel: Let My people go, 
that they may hold a feast unto Me in 
the wilderness.” 

And Pharaoh said, “Who is the Lord 
[2] that I should listen to His voice to 
let Israel go? I do not know the Lord, 
and I will not let Israel go.” 

And they said, “The God of the He¬ 


io 3 

brews revealed Himself to us. Pray, let 
us go three days’ journey into the wilder¬ 
ness and sacrifice to the Lord our God.” 

And the king of Egypt said to them, 
“Moses and Aaron, why do you interrupt 
the people at their tasks? Go back to your 
burdens!” And the same day Pharaoh 
commanded the taskmasters of the people 
and their overseers, saying, “You shall no 


«*§ w who is the lord? Thousands of soldiers guarded Pharaoh’s mag¬ 
nificent palace, and fierce lions and leopards were chained at its 
doors. Only those who had been summoned by Pharaoh were per¬ 
mitted to enter the court. 

However, Moses and Aaron strode in as though they owned the 
palace, and the brightness of their faces was such that the soldiers 
did not dare come near them. When the beasts reared up to strike, 
Moses lifted his rod and they fell back. 

Pharaoh was amazed to see the brothers standing before him. Aaron 
delivered the message that God wished them to go into the wilderness 
to worship. 

“What is your God’s name?” the king answered calmly. “Where 
does He live? How great is His strength? How many countries bow to 
Him? How many wars has He won?” 

Moses and Aaron declared that God rules over the entire earth, 
that the stars and planets are His creation, as well as all the creatures 
of the world. 

Pharaoh replied angrily, “I am a god, and I created myself. I cause 
the Nile to irrigate my land.” 

He sent for the chronicles of Egypt, wherein were listed the gods 
of all the nations: Amon, Ra, Isis, Osiris, and the gods of Moab, 
Zidon, and many more. The name of the Lord, God of Israel, did 
not appear. 

“You are seeking the living God in the graves of the dead,” Aaron 
replied. 
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longer give the people straw to make 
bricks as before. Let them go and gather 
straw for themselves. But the amount of 
bricks which they have made until now, 
you shall not diminish at all. For they are 
lazy; that is why they are crying, ‘Let us 
go and sacrifice to our God.’ Let heavier 
work be laid upon the men, that they 
may labor and not pay attention to lying 
words/’ 

Then the taskmasters of the people 
and the overseers went out, and they 
spoke to the people, saying, “Thus says 
Pharaoh: I will not give you straw. Go 
yourselves, get straw wherever you can 
find it, but none of the work shall be 
diminished.” 

So the people scattered throughout all 


exodus 5:7-17 

the land of Egypt to gather stubble for 
straw. And the taskmasters urged them, 
saying, “Fulfill your daily task as when 
there was straw!” And the overseers 
of the Children of Israel, whom Phar¬ 
aoh’s taskmasters had set over them, 
were beaten, for the taskmasters said, 
“Why have you not fulfilled your assign¬ 
ment of making bricks as before?” [3] 

Then the overseers of the Children of 
Israel came and cried to Pharaoh, saying, 
“Why do you deal thus with your serv¬ 
ants? There is no straw given to your 
servants, and yet we are told: ‘Make 
bricks!’ And your servants are beaten, 
though the fault is with your own 
people.” 

But Pharaoh said, “You are lazy, you 


[3] the overseers were punished: “Why were the overseers beaten, 
rather than the Israelites who did not make their quota of bricks?” 
our Rabbis asked. 

When Pharaoh commanded that the Hebrews were not to receive 
straw for bricks, they wandered over the land, gathering the straw 
they needed. The Egyptian farmers saw them in the fields and at¬ 
tacked them with whips and sticks, so that it was impossible to meet 
the daily quotas. 

The Egyptian taskmasters asked the Israelite overseers to point out 
the slaves who had not fulfilled their tasks. The Israelite overseers 
refused to inform on them, and were flogged. 

Then God said, “Because you refused to inform on your brethren, 
you are worthy to be elders of Israel.” When Moses chose elders of 
Israel after they had gone out of Egypt, he picked from among the 
former overseers. 
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exodus 5:17-18, 20-23; 6:1-7 

arc lazy; that is why you say: ‘Let us go 
and sacrifice to the Lord.’ Get to work 
now, for no straw will be given to you, 
yet you must deliver the quota of bricks!” 

When they left Pharaoh, they met 
Moses and Aaron, who were standing 
outside. And the overseers said to them, 
“Let the Lord look upon you and judge 
you; because you have made us hateful 
in the eyes of Pharaoh and in the eyes of 
his servants. You have put a sword in 
their hands to slay us.” 

Then Moses returned to the Lord, and 
said, “Lord, why hast Thou dealt badly 
with these people? Why didst Thou send 
me? [4] Since I came to Pharaoh to speak 
in Thy name, he has dealt ill with this 
people; Thou hast not delivered Thv 
people at all.” 

And the Lord said to Moses, “You 
shall see what I will do to Pharaoh. For 


105 

by a strong hand he shall let them go, 
and by a strong hand he shall drive them 
out of his land.” 

And God spoke to Moses and said to 
him, “I am the Lord; and I appeared to 
Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob. And I 
have established My covenant with them, 
to give them the land of Canaan, the 
land in which they sojourned. Moreover, 
I have heard the groaning of the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel, whom the Egyptians keep 
in bondage; and I have remembered My 
covenant. Therefore say to the Children 
of Israel: I am the Lord, and I will free 
you from the burdens of the Egyptians, 
and I will deliver you with an out¬ 
stretched arm and with great judgments. 
And I will take you to Me for a people, 
and I will be your God; and you shall 
know that I am the Lord your God who 
brought you out from under the burdens 


[4] why didst thou send me? Moses was saddened, for he had not 
helped his people. Instead, Pharaoh had increased their burdens. “O 
Lord,” Moses cried, “You sent me to rescue these people, but they suf¬ 
fer more than before! You sent me to save, and yet there is no 
redemption.” 

One of the angels heard Moses’ plaint, and called, “Lord, punish 
him! Me questions Your decrees!” 

“He does not ask for himself, but for his people,” God said. Then 
He turned. “Moses, you must learn to be patient, and to understand 
that nothing of worth comes quickly. The Idebrews will see My signs 
and learn My ways. Then will My purpose be revealed and will they 
become worthy of being redeemed.” 
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EXODUS 6:8-12; 7 : 1*5, 7-15 


of the Egyptians. And I will bring you 
into the land which I lifted My hand to 
give to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, 
and I will give it to you as a heritage; I 
am the Lord." 

And Moses spoke so to the Children of 
Israel, but they would not listen to Moses 
because of their impatience, and because 
of cruel bondage. 

THE SIGNS 

then the lord spoke to Moses, saying, 
“Go in, speak to Pharaoh, king of Egypt, 
that he may let the Children of Israel go 
out of his land.” And Moses spoke before 
the Lord, saying, “Behold, the Children 
of Israel have not heeded me; how then 
shall Pharaoh heed me, since I am slow 
of speech?” 

And the Lord said to Moses, “I have 
put you in God's stead to Pharaoh, and 
Aaron your brother will be your spokes¬ 
man. You shall speak all that I command 
you, and Aaron your brother shall speak 
to Pharaoh, that he let the Children of 
Israel go out of his land. And I will 
harden Pharaoh’s heart, and multiply My 
signs and wonders in the land of Egypt. 
But Pharaoh will not listen to you, and I 
will lay My hand upon Egypt and bring 
forth My people, the Children of Israel, 
out of the land of Egypt by mighty acts 
of judgment. Then the Egyptians shall 
know that I am the Lord, when I stretch 


forth My hand against Egypt, and bring 
out the Children of Israel from among 
them.” 

And Moses was eighty years old and 
Aaron eighty-three years old, when they 
spoke to Pharaoh. 

And then the Lord said to Moses and 
to Aaron, “When Pharaoh shall speak to 
you, saying: ‘Show us a wonder,’ you 
shall say to Aaron: ‘Take your rod, and 
cast it down before Pharaoh,’ and it will 
become a serpent.” 

Moses and Aaron went to Pharaoh and 
they did as the Lord had commanded. 
And Aaron cast down his rod before 
Pharaoh and before his servants, and it 
became a serpent. 

Then Pharaoh called the wise men 
and the magicians of Egypt; and they did 
the same thing with their secret arts. 
Each one cast down his rod, and they be¬ 
came serpents. But Aaron’s rod swal¬ 
lowed up their rods. 

However, Pharaoh’s heart was hard¬ 
ened and he did not heed them, just as 
God had said. 


THE TEN PLAGUES— [ 5 ] 

THE FIRST PLAGUE 

and the lord said to Moses, “Pharaoh’s 
heart is stubborn; he refuses to let the 
people go. Go to Pharaoh in the morning, 
as he goes out to the water, and take your 
stand on the banks of the river to meet 
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EXODUS 7: I5-I7, 20, 25-27; 8:2, 4-7, 9, I I-I3, I5-I7, 19-21 
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him; and take in your hand the rod that 
was turned into a serpent. 

“And you shall say to Pharaoh, ‘The 
Lord, the God of the Hebrews, has sent 
me to you saying: Let My people go that 
they may serve Me in the wilderness; 
but till now you have not listened. 
Therefore, thus says the Lord: By this 
you shall know that I am the Lord—be¬ 
hold, I will strike with my rod that is in 
my hand upon the waters which are in 
the river, and they shall turn to blood.’ ” 
And Moses and Aaron did so. 

THE SECOND PLAGUE 

when seven days passed after the Lord 
had struck the river, He spoke to Moses, 
“Go to Pharaoh and say to him: ‘If you 
refuse to let my people go, I will plague 
all your borders with frogs.’ ” 

And Aaron stretched out his hand, and 
the frogs came up and covered the land 
of Egypt. Then Pharaoh called for Moses 
and Aaron, and said, “Plead with the 
Lord to take away the frogs from me, and 
I will let the people go.” 

And Moses said, “Tomorrow the Lord 


will destroy the frogs.” And the Lord did 
according to the word of Moses. 

But when Pharaoh saw that there was 
relief, he hardened his heart and would 
not let the people go. 

THE THIRD PLAGUE 

and the lord said to Moses, “Tell 
Aaron to strike the dust of the earth, that 
it may become vermin throughout all the 
land of Egypt.” 

Aaron did so, and all the dust of the 
earth became vermin, over all the land 
of Egypt, upon man and upon beast. 

But Pharaoh hardened his heart, and 
did not listen to them, as the Lord had 
spoken. 

THE FOURTH PLAGUE 

and the lord said to Moses, “Stand be¬ 
fore Pharaoh and say to him: ‘Let my 
people go; else if you will not let my 
people go, I will send swarms of gnats 
upon you. By tomorrow shall this sign 
be.’ ” And the Lord did so. 

Then Pharaoh called for Moses and 


[5] the ten plagues: The plagues were not brought upon Pharaoh 
and his people without warning. For fully twenty days before each 
plague, Moses warned the Egyptians of the affliction to come, in the 
hope that they would change their ways; but Pharaoh and his servants 
scoffed at the warnings. 
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EXODUS 8:21-24, 27-28; 9:1, 3 , 6-10, 12, 17-18, 23, 27-28, 33-35; 10:3-4, 8-9 


for Aaron, and said, “Go, sacrifice to 
your God in this land.” 

And Moses said, “This would not be 
right. We will go three days’ journey 
into the wilderness, and there we shall 
sacrifice to the Lord our God.” 

And Pharaoh said, “I will let you go 
that you may sacrifice to the Lord your 
God in the wilderness; only you shall not 
go very far away.” 

And the Lord removed the swarms of 
gnats from Pharaoh, from his courtiers, 
and from his people. But Pharaoh hard¬ 
ened his heart this time also, and he did 
not let the people go. 

THE FIFTH PLAGUE 

then the lord said to Moses, “Now My 
hand will fall upon Pharaoh’s cattle 
which are in the fields.” And all the cat¬ 
tle of Egypt died. 

But the heart of Pharaoh was stub¬ 
born, and he did not let the people go. 

THE SIXTH PLAGUE 

then the lord said to Moses and to 
Aaron, “Take handfuls of soot of the 
furnace, and let Moses throw it heaven¬ 
ward. This will bring boils upon man 
and upon beast throughout all the land 
of Egypt.” 

And Moses did so. But the Lord hard¬ 


ened the heart of Pharaoh and he did 
not listen to them. 

THE SEVENTH PLAGUE 

and the lord said to Moses, “Pharaoh 
still oppresses My people. Tomorrow I 
will send a very heavy hail, such as has 
not been seen, in all the land of Egypt.” 

And the Lord sent thunder and hail, 
and fire flashing upon the earth. 

And Pharaoh said to Moses and 
Aaron, “I have sinned; the Lord is 
righteous. Entreat the Lord, and let 
there be enough to these mighty thun- 
derings and hail; and I will let you go, 
and you shall stay no longer.” 

And Moses prayed; and the thunder 
and hail ceased. But Pharaoh sinned 
again, and hardened his heart. 

THE EIGHTH PLAGUE 

THEN MOSES AND AARON Went tO Phai- 
aoh, and said to him, "If you refuse again 
to let the people go, tomorrow the Lord 
will bring locusts into your land.” 
Then Pharaoh said to Moses, “Go, 

serve the Lord vour God. But who are 

✓ 

they that shall go?” 

And Moses replied, “We will go with 
our young and with our old, with our 
sons and with our daughters, with our 
flocks and with our herds.” 
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And Pharaoh said, “Not so! Only the 
men may go!" And they were driven out 
from Pharaoh’s presence. 

And when it was morning, God 
brought forth the locusts. 

Then Pharaoh called for Moses and 
Aaron in haste, and he said, “I have 
sinned against the Lord your God. For¬ 
give this once, and entreat your God that 
He mav take awav this death from me.” 

/ j 

And the Lord caused a very strong 
west wind, which lifted the locusts and 
drove them into the sea. But when the 
locusts were gone, Pharaoh’s heart was 
hardened and he did not let the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel go. 

o 

THE NINTH PLAGUE 

and the lord said to Moses, “Lift your 
hand toward heaven that there may be 
darkness over the land of Egypt, a dark¬ 
ness that may be felt.” And there was a 
thick darkness in all the land. 

And Pharaoh called Moses, and said, 
“Go, serve the Lord. Only let your flocks 
and herds remain behind. Your little 
ones may go with you too.” 

put Moses said, “Our cattle also shall 
go with us; not a hoof shall be left 
behind.” 

1 he Lord hardened the heart of Phar¬ 
aoh and he did not let them go. 

Then Pharaoh said to him, “Begone 


109 

from me! Beware never to see my face 
again, for on the day you see my face 
you shall die!” 

And Moses said, “You have spoken 
well; I shall never see your face again.” 

THE PASSOVER LAMB 

and moses called all the elders of 
Israel and said to them, “Let each fam¬ 
ily draw a lamb out of the flock, and kill 
it as a Passover sacrifice. And you shall 
take a bunch of hyssop, and dip it in the 
blood that is in the basin, and smear it 
on the lintel and the two doorposts with 
the blood that is in the basin. And none 
of you shall go out of the door of his 
house until the morning. 

“And when the Lord will pass through 
to smite the Egyptians, and when He 
sees the blood upon the lintel and on 
the two side-posts, the Lord will pass 
over the door and will not let the de¬ 
stroyer come into your houses to smite 
you. And this day shall be a memorial 
for you, and you shall keep it as a feast 
to the Lord. 

“And you shall observe this thing as 
an ordinance to you and to your sons 
forever. And it shall come to pass, when 

vou have come to the land which the 

✓ 

Lord will give you, as He has prom¬ 
ised, that you shall observe this service. 
And it shall come to pass, when your 
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EXODUS 12:26-32 


children shall say to you, ‘What is the 
meaning of this service?’ that you shall 
say, ‘It is the Passover sacrifice to the 
Lord, for He passed over the houses of 
the Children of Israel in Egypt when 
He smote the Egyptians but spared our 
houses.’ ” And the people bowed their 
heads in reverence and worshiped. 

And they went and did thus; they did 
just as the Lord had commanded Moses 
and Aaron. 

THE TENTH PLAGUE 

and it came to pass at midnight that 
the Lord struck down all the first-born 


in the land of Egypt, from the first-born 
of Pharaoh that sat on the throne to the 
first-born of the captive that was in the 
dungeon; and all the first-born of the 
cattle. 

And there was a great cry in Egypt, 
for there was not a house where there 
was not one dead. 

Then Pharaoh rose up in the night, 
he and all his servants; and he called 
Moses and Aaron by night and said, 
‘‘Arise, go out from among my people, 
you and the Children of Israel; and go, 
serve the Lord, as you have said. Take 
your flocks and your herds, as you have 
said, and be gone! And bless me also.” 
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THE COMMANDMENT OF MATZOT 
THE EGYPTIANS URGED the people of 

Israel to go out of the land in haste, for 
they said, “We shall all be dead.” 

j 7 

So the people took their dough be¬ 
fore it was leavened, their kneading 

1 O 

troughs wrapped up in their clothes on 


their shoulders. And the Children of 
Israel did as Moses told them; and they 
asked of the Egyptians [1] jewels of 
silver and jewels of gold and garments. 
And the Lord made the people find 
favor with the Egyptians, so that they 
gave them what they asked. 

And the Children of Israel journeyed 


[1] they asked of the Egyptians: Years later, when Alexander the 
Great conquered the world, he let it be known that justice would pre¬ 
vail in his empire. And so the Egyptians came before him to de¬ 
mand justice. “The Hebrews stole from us!” they cried. “When they 
left our land, they borrowed much gold and silver which they have not 
returned. Justice, O king!” 

The Hebrew elders replied, “O king, let them pay us the wages 
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EXODUS 12:37-39; 13:3, 5*8, 10; 12:40-41; 13:19, 18, 17 


from Rameses to Succoth, about six hun¬ 
dred thousand men on foot, besides chil¬ 
dren. And a mixed multitude [2] went 
up also with them; and much livestock, 
both flocks and herds. 

And they baked unleavened cakes of 
the dough which they brought out of 
Egypt, for it was not leavened, because 
they were driven out of Egypt and could 
not tarry, nor prepare for themselves 
any provisions. 

And Moses said to the people, “Re¬ 
member this dav, on which vou came 
out of Egypt, out of the house of bond¬ 
age; for bv a strong hand the Lord 
brought you out from this place. And it 
shall be when the Lord shall bring you 
into the land of the Canaanite, which 
He swore to your fathers to give vou, a 
land flowing with milk and honey, that 
you shall keep this service. Matzot shall 
be eaten seven days, and no leavened 
bread shall be seen among vou in all 
your borders. And you shall tell your 
son in that day, saying: It is because of 


that which the Lord did for me when I 
came forth out of Egypt. You shall ob¬ 
serve this ordinance in its season from 
year to year.” 

Now the time that the Children of 
Israel lived in Egypt was four hundred 
and thirty years. At the end of four hun¬ 
dred and thirty years, on the very day, 
all the host of the Lord went out from 
the land of Egypt. 

And Moses took the bones of Joseph 
with him; for he had made the Children 
of Israel take an oath, saying, “God will 
surely remember vou; then vou shall 
carry up mv bones away from here with 
you.” 

And the Children of Israel went up 
armed out of the land of Egypt. 

PHARAOH PURSUES 

when pharaoh had let the people go, 
God did not lead them by way of the 
land of the Philistines, although that 
was the shortest way; for God said, “Lest 


due for four hundred years of slavery, for the heatings, and for the 
drowned children, and we shall gladly return the silver and the gold.” 

7 o O 

I he Egyptians silently left the court. 


[2] a mixed multitude: Who were the mixed multitude? They were 
Egyptians who had sympathized with I Icbrew slaves, but had been 
unable to help them. When the Lord redeemed Israel, these Egyp¬ 
tians joined their band and went forth with them to serve the Lord. 
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it happen that the people regret when 
they see war, and return to Egypt.” [3] 
But God led the people around, by 
way of the wilderness by the Sea of 
Reeds. And they camped at Etham, on 
the edge of the wilderness. [4] 

And the Lord went before them by 
day in a pillar of cloud, to lead the way, 
and by night in a pillar of fire, to give 
them light, so that they might travel by 
day and by night. 

When the king of Egypt was told that 


1 *3 

the people had fled, the heart of Pharaoh 
and of his servants was changed toward 
the people, and they said, “What have 
we done, that we have let Israel go from 
serving us?” 

And Pharaoh readied his chariots, and 
took six hundred chosen chariots, and all 
the chariots of Egypt, and captains over 
all of them. For the Lord hardened the 
heart of Pharaoh, king of Egypt, and he 
pursued the Children of Israel. [5] 

And the Egyptians pursued them, all 


[3] regret when they see war: Why would the Hebrews be afraid 
of war? An ancient legend has it that the tribe of Manasseh had re¬ 
belled against their slavery long before Moses came to redeem his 
people. “The Lord promised the land of Canaan to Abraham and his 
descendants,” they said. “Let us go up and claim our land.” 

They marched out of Egypt, driving Pharaoh’s troops before them. 
When they reached the Promised Land, the Canaanites joined to¬ 
gether and defeated them in battle. Only a few survivors managed to 
flee back to Egypt and slavery. 

Because Moses did not want the newly-freed slaves to become fear¬ 
ful when they saw the relics of war, he took them the longer way. 

[4] on the edge uf the wilderness: The Hebrews’ trust in God was 
so complete that they marched into the wilderness without provisions. 
All they carried with them was the remainder of the matzah and the 
bitter herbs left from the night of Passover. 


[5] he pursued the children of Israel: Why did Pharaoh pursue 
the Hebrews despite his terrible experiences with them? Had he not 
had punishment enough? 

Rabbi Levi compared him to a man who owned a piece of land 
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I 14 

the horses and chariots of Pharaoh, and 
his horsemen and his army, and over¬ 
took them camping by the sea. And 
when Pharaoh drew near, the Children 
of Israel lifted up their eyes and saw 
the Egyptians, and they were dreadfully 
afraid. 

And they said to Moses, "Is it because 
there are no graves in Egypt that you 
have taken us away to die in the wilder¬ 
ness? Why have you brought us out of 
Egypt? Is it not this that we told you in 
Egypt, when we said: Let us alone, that 
we may serve the Egyptians? For it 
would be better for us to serve the 
Egyptians than to die in the wilderness.” 


And Moses said to the people, "Fear 
not! Stand firm, and see how the Lord 
will save you today. For as surely as 
you now see the Egyptians, you shall 
never see them again. The Lord will 
fight for you, and you shall hold your 
peace.” 

MOSES DIVIDES THE SEA 

then the lord said to Moses, "Why do 
you cry to Me? Speak to the Children of 
Israel, that they go forward. And lift 
up your rod, [6] and stretch out your 
hand over the sea and divide it; and the 
Children of Israel shall walk on dry 
ground into the midst of the sea. And I 


covered with thorn bushes and stones. When he walked there, he 
barked his shins on the stones, and his skin was torn by the thorns. 
Annoyed, he sold the land cheaply. 

The purchaser cleared the thorns, used the stones to erect a wall, 
apd planted flowers and fruit. In a short while the plot was covered 
with greenery. The former owner passed and was startled to see vines, 
blossoms, and young fruit trees. He hastened to a court of law to re¬ 
claim the plot. 

So it was with Pharaoh. As soon as the Israelites left Egypt, thev 
began to act like free men. They stood straight, and sang as they strode 
along. When Pharaoh heard this, he took off in pursuit. 

[ 6 ] lift up your rod: When the army of Pharaoh overtook them at 
the sea, the Israelites were frantic. There were two opposing opinions 
among them as to what to do. One group, terrified, said, "Let us re¬ 
turn to Egypt. Better slavery than death!” The other cried, "Let us try 
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EXODUS 14:17-24 


will harden the hearts of the Egyptians, 
and they shall go in after them. And 
thus I will gain honor through Pharaoh, 
and all his army and his chariots and 
his horsemen. And the Egyptians shall 
know that I am the Lord. 

The pillar of cloud which had gone 
before them now went behind them, and 
it came between the camp of Egypt and 
the camp of Israel. And there was the 
cloud and the darkness, so that the one 
did not come near the other all the night. 

Then Moses stretched out his hand 


ii5 

over the sea; and the Lord caused the sea 
to move back by a strong east wind all 
that night, and made the sea dry land, 
and the waters were divided. 

Thus the Children of Israel went into 
the midst of the sea on dry ground; [7] 
and the waters were a wall on their 
right and on their left. [8] 

And the Egyptians pursued, and went 
in after them into the midst of the sea, 
all Pharaoh’s horses, his chariots, and 
his horsemen. And in the morning 
watch, the Lord looked forth upon the 


to cross! Many will die, but some will reach the other shore.” Nah- 
shon, son of Amminadab, was the first to jump into the sea, and others 
of the tribe of Benjamin waded in after him. Soon the water reached 
their nostrils. 

Moses stood before God and prayed, but God cut short his words, 
saying, “My children are in distress. The sea is before them, the 
enemy at their back. Lift up your rod, and stretch out your hand to 
divide the sea, that the Children of Israel may go on dry land.” 

[7] into the sea on dry ground: If the Hebrews entered into the 
water, why is it written that they entered on dry ground? And con¬ 
versely, if they entered on dry ground, why is it said that they entered 
the sea? The Rabbis explained that the sea did not divide until after 
they had demonstrated their faith by wading into it. 

[ 8 ] the wall in the sea: To express their excitement and wonder at 
the crossing of the Sea of Reeds, the Rabbis of the Midrash wove 
many fanciful legends about it. 

The walls of the sea, they said, were covered with fruit trees whose 
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host of the Egyptians through the pillar 
of fire and of cloud, and confused the 
army of the Egyptians. He locked their 
chariot wheels and made them drag 
heavily, so that the Egyptians said, “Let 
us flee from before the Israelites, for the 
Lord is fighting for them against the 
Egyptians.” 

And the Lord said to Moses, “Stretch 
out your hand over the sea, that the 
water may return upon the Egyptians, 
upon their chariots, and upon their 
horsemen.” 

And Moses stretched forth his hand 


over the sea, and the sea returned to its 
strength as morning broke; and the 
Egyptians fled against it. And the Lord 
overturned the Egyptians in the midst of 
the sea. The waters returned and cov¬ 
ered the chariots and the horsemen; and 
of all the host of Pharaoh that went into 
the sea after the Israelites, not one re¬ 
mained. [9] But the Children of Israel 
walked upon dry land in the midst of 
the sea; and the waters were a wall for 
them on their right and on their left. 

Thus the Lord saved Israel that day 
from the hand of the Egyptians: and 


branches protected the Hebrews from the sun. The Israelite mothers 
could reach up and pluck an orange or pomegranate for their children. 

Twelve paths were opened, they declared, one for each tribe. The 
walls of water were transparent as glass so that the tribes could see 
each other. Through the brackish water flowed a stream of clean, 
fresh water at which the Hebrews could quench their thirst. 

[9] not one remained: Lessons come hard to some. Because Pharaoh 
had not let Israel go at once, his people had suffered plagues and lost 
their gold and silver. Nonetheless, he changed his mind again, and 
brought more trouble upon himself. 

The Egyptians were like the servant who had served his master a 
spoiled fish. In anger, the man said, “Either vou will eat the fish, or 
receive forty lashes, or pay forty silver pieces.” The servant chose to 
eat the spoiled fish, but after eating half of it, cried out that he pre¬ 
ferred the lash. After twenty strokes, however, he screamed that he 
would pay the fine. So he ate spoiled fish, and received twenty lashes, 
and paid the full fine besides. 
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Israel saw the Egyptians dead upon the 
seashore. And the people feared the 
Lord; and they believed in the Lord and 
in I lis servant Moses. 

THE SONG OF MOSES 

then sang moses and the Children of 
Israel this song unto the Lord: 

“I will sing unto the Lord, 

For He has triumphed gloriously; 
The horse and his rider 
He has hurled into the sea. 

The Lord is my strength and song, 
For He has brought me salvation. 
This is my God, and I will glorify 
Him, 

My father’s God, whom I shall 
extol. 

The Lord is a man of war, 

The Lord is His name. 

Pharaoh’s chariots and his host 
He has cast into the sea; 

And his chosen captains 
Are sunk in the Sea of Reeds. 

The deeps cover them; 

They went down into the depths 
like a stone. 


Thy right hand, O Lord, is glorious 
in power, 

Thy right hand, O Lord, shatters 
the enemy! 

And in the greatness of Thy 
triumph 

Thou overthrowest Thine 
adversaries. 

Thou sendest forth Thy wrath, 

And it consumes them like straw. 

At the blast of Thy nostrils the 
waters were piled up, 

The floods stood upright as a wall; 

The deeps were congealed in the 
heart of the sea. 

The enemy said: 

'I will pursue, I will overtake, 

I will divide the spoil; 

My desire shall be satisfied upon 
them; 

I will draw my sword, 

And my hand shall destroy them.’ 

Thou didst blow with Thy wind, 
and the sea covered them; 

They sank like lead in the mighty 
waters. 

Who is like Thee, O Lord, among 
the mighty? [10] 


e^cj [10] who is like thee, o lord? “Beware,” cautioned the Rabbis, “of 
comparing God with mortal kings. A king’s subjects run before him to 
clear the way, and spread carpets so that his feet do not touch the 
ground. They place pillows for him to lean on, and serve him sumptu- 
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Who is like Thee, glorious in 
holiness, 

Awe-inspiring, doing wonders? 
The Lord shall reign for ever and 

M 

ever. 

THE SONG OF MIRIAM 
and miriam the prophetess, the sister 


of Aaron, took a tambourine in her hand; 
and all the women followed her with 
tambourines and with dances. And Mir¬ 
iam sang with them: 

“Sing to the Lord, 

For He has triumphed gloriously; 
The horse and its rider 
He has hurled into the sea.” 


ous meals. They light bright torches and adorn his palaces with tap¬ 
estries and carpets. 

“The King of Kings does the very opposite. He clothes the fields 
with grass, so that man does not walk on the bare earth. He lights 
the world with the sun and the moon, and prepares the widest variety 
of foods. He adorns His palace, the world, with mountains and lakes. 
The flowers bud for His subjects, and the birds sing for them. His 
dominion is without end, and His reign is eternal.” 
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JOURNEY TO SINAI— 

THE PEOPLE HAVE NO WATER 

and moses led Israel onward from the 
Sea of Reeds, and they went out into the 
wilderness of Shur; [1] and they jour¬ 
neyed for three days in the wilderness, 
and found no water. And when they 
reached Marah, they could not drink the 
water for it was bitter. And the people 


murmured against Moses, saying, "What 
shall we drink?” 

And he cried to the Lord, and the 
Lord showed him a tree. And he cast it 
into the water, and the water became 
sweet. 

There God gave them laws, and He 
said, “If you will diligently hearken to 
the voice of the Lord your God, and will 
do that which is right in His eyes, and 


[1] the wilderness of shur: The Children of Israel obeyed Moses 
and followed him without hesitation into the wilderness. This was 
proof of their faith in God, for the wilderness was a barren waste, 
crawling with snakes, lizards and scorpions. 
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exodus 15:26-27; 16:1-4, 6-8, 13-20 


will obey His commandments and ob¬ 
serve all His laws, I will not put any of 
the diseases upon you which I have put 
upon the Egyptians; for I am the Lord 
that heals you.” 

Then they came to Elim, where there 
were twelve springs of water and seventy 
palm trees. And they camped there by 
the water. 

THE PEOPLE HAVE NO FOOD 

then they journeyed from Elim, and 
the Children of Israel came to the wil¬ 
derness of Sin, which is between Elim 
and Sinai, on the fifteenth day of the 
second month after their departure from 
Egypt. 

And the whole congregation of the 
Children of Israel murmured against 
Moses and against Aaron in the wilder¬ 
ness, and said to them, “If only we had 
died by the hand of the Lord in the land 
of Egypt, where we sat by the fleshpots, 
where we ate our fill of bread; for you 
have brought us into this wilderness to 
kill all of us with hunger.” 

Then the Lord said to Moses, “I will 
send bread down to you from heaven 
like rain; and the people shall go out 
and gather all they need each day.” 

So Moses and Aaron said to the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel, “In the morning you shall 
see the glory of the Lord, for He has 


heard your murmuring; and what arc 
we that you grumble against us? Your 
murmurings are not against us, but 
against the Lord.” 

In the morning there was a layer of 
dew around the camp. When the dew 
evaporated, there were upon the surface 
of the wilderness fine flakes, thin as 
frost on the ground. And when the 
Children of Israel saw it, they said to 
one another, “Man hu? What is this?”— 
for they did not know what it was. 

And Moses said to them, “It is the 
bread which the Lord has given. Every 
man of you gather as much as he needs; 
an omer for each person, according to 
the number of souls in his tent.” 

THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL EAT 

MANNA FROM HEAVEN 

THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL did SO, and 

some gathered much and some gathered 
little. But when they measured it with 
an omer , he who had gathered much had 
nothing over, and he who gathered 
little did not lack. Each gathered as 
much as he could use. 

Then Moses said to them, “No one is 
to leave anv of it till the morning.” 
Nevertheless they did not listen to 
Moses, but some of them kept it until 
the morning, and it bred worms and 

O 7 

rotted; and Moses was angry with them. 
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So they gathered it every morning, [2] 
every man according to his needs; and as 
the sun grew hot, it melted. 

On the sixth day they gathered twice 
as much bread, two omers for each; and 
all the leaders of the congregation came 
and told Moses. And he said to them, 
“That is what the Lord has spoken: To¬ 
morrow is a day of rest, a holy Sabbath 
to the Lord. Bake what you need to 
bake, and cook what you need to cook; 
and whatever remains put aside to be 
kept until the morning.” 

And they laid it up till the morning, 
as Moses commanded; and it did not 
spoil, nor were there worms in it. 

Then Moses said, “Eat this today, for 


today is a Sabbath to the Lord. Today 
you shall not find any in the field. Six 
days you shall gather it, but on the 
seventh day, which is the Sabbath, there 
shall be none.” 

However, some of the people went out 
to gather it on the seventh day, but they 
found none. 

And the Lord said to Moses, “How 
long will you refuse to keep My com¬ 
mandments and My teachings? See, the 
Lord has given you the Sabbath; there¬ 
fore on the sixth day He gives you 
bread for two days. Let no man go out 
of his place on the seventh day.” 

The House of Israel called it manna. 
[3] It was white, like coriander seeds; 


^5 [2] every morning: Why did the bread from heaven (manna) fall 

In answer, Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai told of a king whose son was 
studying at an academy. Once a year the boy returned for money 
and supplies. The father complained because he saw his son so rarely. 
So he changed the practice and said, “Come every day for your pro¬ 
visions that I may see your face.” 

So, too, with Israel. In the daily search for manna, they turned their 
hearts to the Holy One, Blessed Be He, every morning. 

[3] how did the manna taste? “My bread which I gave you, fine 
flour and oil and honey wherewith I fed you,” wrote the prophet 
Ezekiel (16:19). The Rabbis say that this verse refers to the taste 
of the manna. To the young it tasted like bread; to the old, like honey; 
and to the infant, it was as milk. 
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EXODUS 16:31-35; 17: I-5 


and its taste was like wafers made with 
honey. 

Then Moses said, “This is what the 
Lord has commanded: Let an omer of it 
be kept throughout your generations, 
that they may see the bread with which I 
fed you in the wilderness when I 
brought you out of the land of Egypt.” 

And Moses said to Aaron, “Take a jar, 
and put an omer of manna in it, and 
store it up before the Lord, to be kept for 
future generations.” And Aaron did as 
the Lord commanded Moses. 

And the Children of Israel ate manna 
for forty years, until they came to the 
borders of the land of Canaan. 

WATER FROM A ROCK 

all the congregation of the Children 


of Israel journeyed from the wilderness 
of Sin, and they camped at Rephidim; 
and there was no water for the people to 
drink. Therefore the people quarreled 
with Moses, and said, “Give us water to 
drink.” 

And Moses said to them, “Why do 
you find fault with me, and why do you 
put the Lord to test?” 

But the people thirsted for water, and 
they complained to Moses, “Why have 
you brought us up out of Egypt to kill us 
and our children and our cattle with 
thirst?” 

And Moses cried to the Lord, “What 
am I to do with this people? They are 
almost ready to stone me!” [4] 

Then the Lord said to Moses, “Go be¬ 
fore the people, and take with you some 
of the elders of Israel. Take in your hand 


[4] ready to stone me: Our Rabbis say that God was vexed with 
Moses for these words, and said, “You slander My people. Go before 
them, and see if they will stone you.” 

Moses went before the people of Israel and, behold, every man 
rose in his honor! 

Then God said to Moses, “Be patient with My children, even as 
a shepherd is patient with his flock.” 

[5] strike the rock: When God told Moses to strike the rock, Moses 
pleaded, “But this rod has been used for evil; it became a snake, 
changed the Nile into blood. Now would you have it deal kindly?” 

And God answered, “Let everyone see that a stick is but a stick 
It is good or bad only as it is used.” 
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EXODUS 17:5-6, 8-13; 18:1-3, 5 


the rod with which you struck the river. 
Go to the rock in Horeh and I will stand 
there; and you shall strike the rock [5] 
and water will oush out of it that the 

O 

people may drink.” 

And Moses did so before the eyes of 
the elders of Israel. 

AMALEK MAKES WAR ON 
THE ISRAELITES 

then came amalek and attacked Israel 
in Rephidim. And Moses said to Joshua, 
“Choose us men, [6] and go out to fight 
with Amalek. I will take my stand tomor¬ 
row on the top of the hill with the rod of 
God in my hand.” 

So Joshua did as Moses told him, and 
fought with Amalek; and Moses, Aaron, 
and Hur went up to the top of the hill. 


123 

Whenever Moses held up his hand, [7] 
Israel prevailed; but when he let down 
his hand, Amalek prevailed. 

But Moses’ hands became tired; so 
they took a stone and put it under him, 
and he sat on it; and Aaron and Hur 
held up his hands. So his hands were 
steady until sundown. 

And Joshua overwhelmed Amalek and 
his people with the sword. 

JETHRO COMES TO MOSES 

now jethro, the priest of Midian, 
Moses’ father-in-law, heard of all that 
God had done for Moses and for Israel, 
Ilis people. And Jethro took Zipporah, 
Moses’ wife, and her two sons, and came 
to Moses into the wilderness where he 
was encamped at the mountain of God. 


[6 ] choose us men: Why did Moses use the word “us” in this line, 
rather than “me”? He was suggesting that Joshua choose men sat¬ 
isfactory to them both, for he treated Joshua as an equal. From this 
we learn, “Let the honor of your disciple be dear to you as your own 
honor, and the honor of your associate as the awe of your teacher, 
and the awe of your teacher as the awe for the Almighty” (Pirke 
Avot 4:15). 

[7] when moses held up his hand: Our Rabbis ask: Could Moses’ 
hands bring victory when they were raised, defeat when lowered? 

When the Israelites saw Moses raise his hand in prayer, they were 
inspired to renewed valor. When he dropped his hand, they lost faith 
and eould not fight. 
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EXODUS 18:7-11,13-19,21 


Moses went out to meet his father-in- 
law, and bowed down and kissed him. 
They asked of each other’s welfare; [8] 
and they entered the tent. 

And Moses told his father-in-law all 
that the Lord had done to Pharaoh and 
to the Egyptians for Israel’s sake, all the 
hardship that had befallen them on the 
journey, and how the Lord delivered 
them. 

And Jethro rejoiced in all the good¬ 
ness which the Lord had done for Israel. 
And Jethro said, “Blessed be the Lord, 
who has delivered you from the hand of 
Pharaoh and from the hand of the Egyp¬ 
tians. Now I know that the Lord is 
greater than all the gods.’’ 

jethro’s advice to moses 
it happened on the next day that Moses 


sat to judge the people; and the people 
stood about Moses from the morning un¬ 
til the evening. When Moses’ father-in- 
law saw all that he was doing for the 
people, he said, “Why do you judge the 
people all alone, and the people stand 
about you from morning until evening?’’ 

And Moses said to his father-in-law, 
“Because the people come to me to in¬ 
quire of God. And I judge between a 
man and his neighbor, and I make them 
know the statutes of God and His 
teachings.’’ 

And Moses’ father-in-law said to him, 
“What you are doing is not good. You 
will surely wear yourself out, both you 
and the people that are with you; for the 
task is too heavy for you: [9] you cannot 
perform it alone. Listen to me, and let 
me advise you, that God may be with 
you. Select from the people able men, 


[8] they asked of their welfare: The Hebrew for “their welfare” 
is Vshalom, which means “to their peace.” Our Rabbis say that before 
Moses told Jethro what God had done for Israel, he offered him the 
greeting of peace. Great is peace, for it precedes even the praise of 
God! 

[9] for the task is too heavy: Why was the judging too heavy for 
Moses, the man who had led his people out of slavery, and who had 
ascended Sinai? Because a judge has a grave responsibility: his deci¬ 
sions change the lives of those who come before him. The Talmud 
says he must judge as though a sword were suspended above him. If 
he is unjust, God Himself sits in judgment over him. 
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EXODUS 18:21-24,27 


I2 5 


God-fearing men, honest men who hate 
bribery; and make them chiefs of thou¬ 
sands, chiefs of hundreds, chiefs of fifties, 
and chiefs of tens, and let them judge 
the people at all times. Every great mat¬ 
ter they shall bring to you, but every 
small matter they shall judge themselves. 
So they shall make it easier for you, since 
they will share the burden with you. If 


you will do this, you shall be able to en¬ 
dure, and the people too shall go to their 
place in peace.” 

So Moses hearkened to the voice of his 
father-in-law, and did all that he had 
said. 

And Moses let his father-in-law depart; 
and he went his way to his own 
land. [10] 


**§ [lo] jethro returns to his own land: Why did Moses send his 
father-in-law home just before the revelation on Mount Sinai? 

Because when Israel was in Egypt, slaving with clay and brick, 
Jethro lived in Midian in peace and quiet. He who suffers with the 
community shall know its joys, but he who does not share its suffering 
cannot rejoice with it. 
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16* EXODUS [,9-3,] 


THE COVENANT: 

REVELATION AT MOUNT SINAI 

in the third month after the Children 
of Israel had gone forth out of the land 
of Egypt, on that same day, they came 
to the wilderness of Sinai. And Israel 
camped there before the mountain. 


And Moses went up to God, and the 
Lord called to him from the mountain, 
saying, “Thus shall you say to the House 
of Jacob and tell the Children of Israel: 
[1] You have seen what I did to the 
Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ 
wings and brought you to Myself. Now, 
therefore, if you will listen to My voice, 


[1] the house of jacob: Why does the text specify both the House 
of Jacob and the Children of Israel; are they not one? the Rabbis 
pondered. 

They read “Children of Israel” to mean the whole people, but the 
“House of Jacob” as the women of Israel. The women are to be taught 
first because it is they who will first instruct the children in the ways 
of the Torah. 
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EXODUS 19:5-1 I, 16-17 


I2 7 


and keep My Covenant, you shall be My 
own treasure from among all peoples; for 
all the earth is Mine. And you shall be to 
Me a kingdom of priests and a holy 
people.’’ 

Moses summoned the elders of the peo¬ 
ple and set before them all these words 
which the Lord commanded him. And 
all the people answered together, and 
said, “All that the Lord has spoken we 
will do.” [2] And Moses reported the 
words of the people to the Lord. 

And the Lord said to Moses, “I will 
come to you in a thick cloud, that the 


people may hear when I speak with 
you and may always believe you. Go to 
the people and sanctify them today and 
tomorrow, and let them wash their gar¬ 
ments and be ready for the third day; for 
on the third day the Lord will come 
down on Mount Sinai in sight of all 
the people.” 

On the morning of the third day, there 
were thunders and lightnings and a 
dense cloud upon the mountain, and a 
very loud Shofar blast. And all the peo¬ 
ple in the camp trembled. 

And Moses brought the people out of 


^5 [2] all that the lord has spoken we will do: Before God gave 

the Torah to the Children of Israel, He approached the Edomites, 
the children of Esau, and said to them, “Will you accept My Torah?” 
“What is written in it?” they asked Him. “You shall not kill,” God 
replied. “Our father Esau was blessed with these words: ‘By the sword 
you shall live,’ ” replied the Edomites. “We cannot accept Your 
Torah.” 

Then God asked the children of Ishmael to accept His Torah. They 
asked, “What is written in it?” And He answered, “You shall not 
steal.” “It was promised to our father Ishmael, that his hand would be 
against every man,” they made reply. “How can we accept Your 
Torah?” 

God offered the Torah to the Canaanites, who asked, “What is 
written in Your Torah?” He answered, “A just measure you shall use, 
a perfect scale . . .” The Canaanites replied, “How can we prosper 
by Your Torah?” 

To each nation in turn He offered His Law, and none accepted. 

Finally God turned to Israel: “Will you accept My Torah, wherein 
is written a guide to a righteous world?” And the Children of Israel 
answered, “All that the Lord has spoken we will do and we will obey.” 
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EXODUS 19: 17-I9; 20: I-4 


the camp to meet God; [3] and they stood 
at the lower part of the mountain. Now 
Mount Sinai was covered with smoke, 
because the Lord descended upon it in, 
fire; and the smoke rose like the smoke of 
a furnace, and the whole mountain 
quaked violently. And when the voice of 
the Shofar became louder and louder, 
Moses spoke, and God answered him 
aloud. 


THE TEN COMMANDMENTS 

and god spoke all these words, [4] 
saying, 

1. “I am the Lord [5] your God, [6] 
who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt, out of the house of bondage. 

2. “You shall have no other gods before 
Me. You shall not make for yourself a 
graven image, nor any manner of likeness 


[3] who will be your surety? Even when the Children of Israel 
were gathered before Sinai, God hesitated, lest the Torah be not safe 
in their hands. Although the Hebrews desired the Torah, He foresaw 
that they might be unfaithful to its teachings. “O Children of Israel, 
what will be your surety for this most precious possession?” He asked. 
The Israelites replied, “All our gold and silver we give as pledge.” 

“The wealth of all the world does not measure to one line of the 
Torah,” God answered. 

Thereupon the Israelites declared, “Our fathers, Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob, are our assurance to You.” 

“Your fathers are My debtors and cannot be your surety,” was the 
answer. 

Then the Israelites offered, “We give You our children in pledge.” 

“These I accept as surety,” said the Lord. 

And Israel responded, “We shall teach them diligently to our chil¬ 
dren, and to our children’s children after them.” 

[4I god spoke all these words: In Deuteronomy it is written: “Did 
ever a people hear the voice of God speaking out?” (4:33)- Concern¬ 
ing this, the Rabbis say that if God had spoken in the full strength 
of His great voice, none could have withstood its power. God so spoke 
that each heard according to his ability: the young according to their 
capacity, the old to their understanding, and the children to theirs. 
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EXODUS 20:4-13 


I29 


of anything that is in heaven above, or 
that is in the earth beneath, or that is in 
the water under the earth. You shall not 
bow down to them nor serve them; for I, 
the Lord your God, am a demanding 
God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers 
upon the children unto the third and 
fourth generation of them that hate Me; 
but showing lovingkindness unto the 
thousandth generation of them that love 
Me and keep My commandments. 

3. “You shall not take the name of the 
Lord your God in vain; for the Lord will 
not hold him guiltless that takes His 
name in vain. 

4. “Remember the Sabbath day to keep 
it holy. Six days shall you labor and do 


all your work, but the seventh day is a 
Sabbath to the Lord your God; in it you 
shall not do any manner of work, neither 
you, nor your son, nor your daughter, nor 
your manservant, nor your maidservant, 
nor your cattle, nor your stranger that is 
within your gates. For in six days the 
Lord made heaven and earth, the sea and 
all that is therein, and He rested on the 
seventh day; therefore the Lord blessed 
the Sabbath day and sanctified it. 

5. “Honor your father and your 
mother, that your days may be long in 
the land which the Lord your God is 
giving you. [7] 

6. “You shall not murder. 

7. “You shall not commit adultery. 


[5] 1 am the lord: When God uttered these words, the whole world 
stood still: no bird sang, and that which flew in mid-air remained 
suspended without moving a wing. The waves in the ocean con¬ 
gealed. Not a creature uttered a sound. Never before had there been 
such silence in the world, and never will there be such a silence 
again. In this awesome stillness the world listened breathlessly to “I 
am the Lord your God.” 

[6] your god: As the host of Israel stood before Sinai, the voice 
thundered, “I am the Lord your God!” “Your” is used in the singular, 
said our Sages, so that each man shall understand that though the 
voice spoke to everybody, yet it spoke to him alone. 


[7] have you parents? When Moses ascended Mount Sinai he was 
taken to heaven, the Midrash tells us. The angels protested, “Is a 
mortal to receive the holy Torah? Leave the Torah with us, O Lord.” 
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EXODUS 20:13-21 


8. “You shall not steal. 

9. “You shall not bear false witness 
against your neighbor. 

10. “You shall not covet your neigh¬ 
bor’s house; you shall not covet your 
neighbor’s wife, nor his manservant, nor 
his maidservant, nor his ox, nor his don¬ 
key, nor anything that is your neigh¬ 
bor’s.” 

And all the people witnessed the thun¬ 
der and lightning, and the blast of the 
Shofar, and the mountain smoking; [8] 
and when the people saw it, they trem¬ 
bled and stood afar off. And they said to 
Moses, “You speak with us and we will 


hear; but do not let God speak with us, 
lest we die.” 

And Moses said to the people, “Fear 
not, for God has come to prove you, and 
that reverence of Him may be with you, 
so that you will not sin.” 

And the people stood afar off; but 
Moses approached the thick darkness 
where God was. 

And the Lord said to Moses, “Thus 
shall you say to the Children of Israel: 
You yourselves have seen that I have 
talked with you from heaven. Gods of 
silver or gods of gold, you shall not make 
for yourselves. An altar of earth shall you 


God said to Moses, “Reply to them.” 

And Moses answered, “The Torah was meant for man. Were 
angels enslaved so that God had to redeem them? Do angels work, so 
that they require rest on the Sabbath? Do angels have parents to 
honor? Can they murder or steal? No, the Torah is meant for man.” 


[8 ] the kings take counsel together: Before the giving of the Ten 
Commandments, peals of thunder sounded throughout the earth. 
The heathen nations trembled, and their kings rushed to take counsel 
with Balaam, the heathen prophet, lest another flood drown the world. 
God had promised Noah that never again would He send such a flood. 
Balaam assured them. The thunder had sounded because God was 
giving the Hebrews Flis commandments. 

The kings were not reassured. Israel had been freed from the yoke 
of Egypt, had witnessed the destruction of Pharaoh’s army, and had 
smashed the Amalekites. Their new gift would further strengthen 
the former slaves. 

Balaam calmed them with the words of Proverbs (3:17), “The 
ways of the Torah are pleasant and all her paths are peace.” 
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EXODUS 20 : 2 i; 21:1-3, 5-6; 23:1-3, 67; 22 : 20 ; 23:4-5; 21:33-37; 22:3-4 


make unto Me, and shall sacrifice on it 
your offerings. In every place where I 
cause My name to be mentioned, I will 
come to you and bless you.” 

THE ORDINANCES OF THE LORD 

these are the ordinances which you are 
to set before them: 

Slaves 

If you buy a Hebrew slave, he shall 
serve six years, and in the seventh he 
shall go free with no payment. If he 
came in alone, he shall go out alone; if 
he was married, his wife shall go out 
with him. 

But if the slave shall say, “I love my 
master; I do not wish to be free,” then his 
master shall bring him before God. And 
he shall bring him to the door or to the 
doorpost, and his master shall pierce his 
ear with an awl; and then he shall serve 
him forever. 

Justice 

You shall not utter a false report; do 
not join hands with the wicked to be a 
false witness. 

You shall not follow a multitude to do 
evil; neither shall you bear witness in a 
suit to pervert justice by following a 
multitude. Nor shall you favor a poor 
man in a lawsuit because he is poor. 

You shall not pervert the justice due 
to your poor in his case. Keep far from a 
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false matter; and the innocent and the 
righteous you shall not slay, for I will not 
forgive the wicked. 

You shall not oppress a stranger, for 
you know the heart of the stranger, be¬ 
cause you were strangers in the land of 
Egypt. 

If you chance upon your enemy’s ox 
or his donkey going astray, you shall 
surely take it back to him. 

If you see the donkey of your enemy 
lying under a burden, you shall not ig¬ 
nore him; you shall surely help him to 
free it. 

Damages 

If a man opens a pit, or if a man digs 
a pit and does not cover it, and an ox or 
a donkey falls into it, the owner of the 
pit shall be responsible; he shall pay 
money to the owner of the animal, and 
the dead beast shall be his. 

If a man’s ox hurts another’s so that it 
dies, then they shall sell the live ox and 
divide its price; and the dead beast also 
they shall divide. But if it was known 
that the ox was likely to gore, and its 
owner has not kept it in, he must pay ox 
for ox, and the dead beast shall be his. 

If a man steals an ox or a sheep, and 
kills it or sells it, he shall pay five oxen 
for an ox, and four sheep for a sheep. If 
what he stole is found alive in his posses¬ 
sion, whether it be ox, or donkey, or 
sheep, he shall pay double. 

If a man lets his beast loose, and it 
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EXODUS 22:4, 21-22, 24-26; 21 : 18-19, 24, 26 


feeds in another man’s field, he shall 
make restitution from the best of his own 
field and of his own vineyard. 

Widow and Orphan 

You must not wrong any widow or 
fatherless child. If you wrong them in 
any way, and if they cry at all to Me, I 
will surely hear their cry. 

The Poor 

If you lend money to any of My peo¬ 
ple, to the poor among you, you shall not 
act as a creditor to him; neither shall you 
charge him interest. 

If you take your neighbor’s garment in 
pledge, you shall return it to him by sun¬ 


down, for that is his only covering. It is 
his garment for his skin; in what shall he 
sleep? When he will cry to Me, I will 
hear, for I am compassionate. 

Bodily Injury 

If men quarrel and one strikes the 
other with a stone or with his fist, and 
he does not die but is laid up in bed, if 
he gets up again and walks around on his 
staff, the one who struck him shall be 
acquitted. However, he must pay him 
for the loss of his time, and have him 
fully restored to health. 

Eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for 
hand, foot for foot. [9] 

If a man strikes the eye of his manserv- 


[9] eye for eye: The Torah does not seek revenge. In ancient 
times, men took vengeance for injuries. Unless the hurt was done by 
one of his own clan, vengeance was a matter of tribal loyalty. 

The avengers sought not “measure for measure’’ from the culprit, 
as an eye for an eye, but his death. 

In Genesis, Lamech boasts he is a great warrior. He killed a man 
whose fellow tribesman wounded him. He killed a child of another 
tribe because a member bruised him with a stone. He further boasts 
that while other tribes, such as the tribe of Cain, avenge injury seven¬ 
fold, he avenges seventy-sevenfold (4:23-24). 

The Torah forbade wanton killing in revenge, and limited the pun¬ 
ishment to fit the crime. 

In the days of the Second Temple, the Rabbis worked out a law 
that is as modern and just as present damage laws. They read “an eye 
for an eye’’ to mean financial compensation. An injured person must 
receive payment for medical costs, loss of time, and permanent injury 
(see Baba Kamma, 83b). 
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EXODUS 21 : 26 - 27 , 20, 14 , l6; 23: 12; 31 : I 3, 16-17; 24:3-4, 7 
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ant, or of his maidservant, and destroys 
it, he shall let him go free for his eye’s 
sake. And if he knocks out his manserv¬ 
ant’s tooth, or his maidservant’s tooth, he 
shall let him go free for his tooth’s sake. 

And if a man strikes his manservant or 
his maidservant with a rod, and he dies 
by his hand, he shall surely be punished. 

If a man willfully plans to murder an¬ 
other, even from My altar you shall take 
him, that he may die. 

And if he steals a man and sells him, 
or if he be found in his possession, he 
shall surely be put to death. 

The Sahhath 

Six days you shall work, but on the 
seventh day you shall rest; that your ox 
and your donkey may have rest, and the 
son of your maidservant, and the stranger 
may be refreshed. 

Faithfully you shall keep My Sab¬ 
baths, for it is a sign between Me and 
you throughout your generations, so that 
you may know that I am the Lord who 
sanctifies you. 


The Children of Israel shall keep the 
Sabbath, to observe the Sabbath through¬ 
out their generations as a perpetual Cov¬ 
enant. It is a sign between Me and the 
Children of Israel forever, for in six days 
the Lord made heaven and earth, and on 
the seventh day He ceased from work 
and rested. 

THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL ARE 

GIVEN LAWS 

and moses came and told the people all 
the words of the Lord and all the ordi¬ 
nances. And all the people answered 
with one voice, and said: “All the words 
which the Lord has spoken we will do.” 

And Moses wrote all the words of the 
Lord, and rose up early in the morning, 
and built an altar at the foot of the 
mountain, and put up twelve pillars, one 
for each of the twelve tribes of Israel. 

And he took the book of the Cove¬ 
nant, [10] read it to the people, and they 
said: “All that the Lord has spoken we 
will do and we will obey.” 


[lo] the book of the covenant: The Torah was given in the wil¬ 
derness because it is the property of no nation or land. Whoever 
wishes may accept it or study it. The Torah belongs to everyone. 
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17» EXODUS [ 24 - 32 ] 


MOSES ON MOUNT SINAI 

and the lord said to Moses, “Come up 
to Me on the mountain, and be there; 
and I will give you the tablets of stone, 
and the Torah and the commandment 
which I have written, that you may teach 
them.’’ 

And Moses and Joshua his attendant 
rose up. And Moses said to the elders, 
“Wait here for us until we return to you. 
Aaron and Hur are with you; whoever 
has a dispute, let him bring it to them.” 

And Moses ascended the mountain, 
and the cloud covered the mountain. 


And Moses entered into the midst of the 
cloud; and Moses was on the mountain 
forty days and forty nights. 

THE GOLDEN CALF 

when the people saw that Moses de¬ 
layed in coming down from the moun- 
tain, they gathered around Aaron and 
said to him, “Come, make us a god [1] 
who shall go before us; for we do not 
know what has become of the man 
Moses, who brought us up out of the 
land of Egypt.” 

And Aaron said to them, “Take off the 
golden rings from the ears of your wives, 
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of your sons and your daughters, and 
bring them to me.” 

Then all the people took ofF the golden 
rings which were in their ears, and 
brought them to Aaron. And he took 
them from their hands, and made a mol¬ 
ten calf. And they said, “This is your 


god, O Israel, which brought you up out 
of the land of Egypt.” [2] 

And when Aaron saw this, he built an 
altar before it; and Aaron proclaimed, 
“Tomorrow shall be a feast to the Lord.” 
So they rose up early the next day, and 
offered burnt-offerings, after which the 


*+§ [l] make us a god: Shocked at the people’s request, Hur, Mir¬ 

iam’s husband, cried, “You are a stubborn and thankless people! You 
have seen the glory of God, which He Himself revealed before you, 
yet you would worship an idol!” 

The wrathful people stoned him to death, and then threatened 
Aaron, “Unless you make us a god, a visible god who shall go before 
us, we will kill you too.” Aaron did not wish the Israelites to kill any 
more. He took it upon himself to make the idol, but he delayed, hop¬ 
ing that Moses would return before it was built. First he requested 
their wives’ earrings, in the hope that the women would refuse to 
give up their adornments, but the men even brought the rings from 
their own ears. Finally Aaron began to fashion an idol. 

When Moses still did not come, Aaron raised his eyes to heaven, 
and said, “Almighty God, I do this against my will, that You may not 
count the sin against the Children of Israel after they repent.” 

the golden calf: Our Rabbis sought to explain how it was that 
only forty days after God revealed Himself on Mount Sinai, while 
Moses was preparing the tablets, the Israelites worshiped an idol. 

Moses had promised he would return on the fortieth day, the 
Rabbis explained. The people counted from the day of his departure, 
whereas he did not include the days spent on the long, slow ascent. 
As Moses did not return when expected, they assumed he was dead. 
Like children, unable to comprehend an invisible God, they became 
frightened and called on a visible god for help. 
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EXODUS 32:6-8, 15-16 


people sat down to eat and to drink, and 
rose up to make merry. 

And the Lord said to Moses, “Go down 
at once; [3] for your people, whom you 
brought up out of the land of Egypt, 
have become corrupt. They have turned 


aside quickly from the way which I 
commanded them.” [4] 

And Moses turned and went down 
from the mountain, with the two tablets 
of the testimony in his hand. The tablets 
were the work of God, and the writing 


[3] go down at once: God said to Moses, “Go down at once.” 

“What is my sin, Almighty?” asked Moses. And God said, “Your 
people whom you brought up out of the land of Egypt have become 
corrupt.” 

“Why are they now my people and not Yours?” queried Moses. 
“When You sent me to redeem them, You said, ‘I have surely seen 
the affliction of My people’ ” (Exodus 3:7). 

“I reject them as My people,” God replied. “They have forgotten 
My word. In My place they worship the image of an ox.” 

And Moses said, trembling, “O Lord, what will You do to them?” 

“I will destroy them, but of you I will make a great nation.” 

“You have made a vow to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob to multiply 
their children as the stars of heaven, and now You wish to destroy 
Israel and to make me a great nation? If a three-legged stool has no 
stability, how then shall the one-legged stool stand? If You will not 
forgive Your people their sin, Almighty, blot me out too, I pray You, 
from Your book of remembrance.” 

God answered, “They are not worthy to be My people. Though I 
gave them My Torah, they bowed to a calf of gold.” 

“Almighty God, why are You so wrathful? They made only an 
assistant to You. The calf will help You. You will make the sun and 
moon to shine, and the calf will light the stars. You will make the 
rain fall to the earth, and the calf will bring the dew.” 

God said to Moses, “Are you as misled as they? The calf they made 
with their hands has no power; it is a work of delusion.” Said Moses, 
“Then why be concerned with it?” 

“Is the fault not Yours?” he argued further. “You brought them 
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EXODUS 32:16-23 


J 3 7 


was the writing of God, engraved upon 
the tablets. 

When Joshua heard the sound of the 
people as they shouted, he said to Moses, 
“There is a noise of war in the camp.” 
And Moses said, “It is not the voice of 
the victor, neither is it the voice of the 
defeated. It is a noise of singing that I 

O O 

hear.” 

As soon as he came near the camp, he 
saw the calf and the dancing; and Moses’ 
anger blazed, and he flung the tablets 


from his hands, and shattered them at 
the foot of the mountain. [5] And he 
took the calf which they had made and 
hurned it, and ground it to powder and 
strewed it upon the water, and made the 
Children of Israel drink of it. 

And Moses said to Aaron, “What did 
this people do to you that you have 
brought such a great sin upon them?” 
And Aaron said, “Let not the anger of 
my lord be so hot; you know that the 
people arc set on evil. So they said to me: 


into Egypt where men worship animal gods. In their bondage, the 
Children of Israel learned from their Egyptian masters. Remember 
from which land You set them free.” 

And God listened to the plea of Moses. 

[4] moses’ face dims: Moses’ face was radiant with light when God 
finished teaching him the Torah. But when the Israelites made the 
golden calf, this light was dimmed. “You achieved your greatness 
through the people,” said God. “When their greatness is dimmed, so 
is yours.” 

[5] why did moses cast down the tablets? As Moses descended 
the mountain he heard jubilant cries from the camp below. At the 
sight of the calf, he was horrified. “How can I give these Tablets of 
the Covenant, which forbid idol-worship, to a people in the midst of 
their revels?” 

As he said this to himself, the letters engraved upon the stone tab¬ 
lets vanished, and only the bare rock remained. LIntil then, the word 
of God had made the tablets light, and Moses had felt no weight; 
now he could not hold them; they fell from his hands, and were 
dashed to pieces on the boulders below. 
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EXODUS 32:23-24,26,30-31,9-10, 31-33, II-I 2 


Make us a god which shall go before us, 
because we do not know what has be¬ 
come of the man Moses, who brought us 
up out of the land of Egypt. Then I 
said to them: Whoever has any gold, let 
him take it off. So they gave it to me and 
I cast it into the fire, and out came this 
calf.” 

Then Moses stood in the gate of the 
camp, and said, “Whoever is on the 
Lord’s side, come to me!” And all the sons 
of Levi gathered to him. 

On the next day Moses said to the peo¬ 
ple, “You have sinned a great sin; and 
now I will go up to the Lord, perhaps I 
shall win forgiveness for your sin.” 

And Moses returned to the Lord. The 
Lord said to Moses, “I have seen this 
people; it is a stiff-necked people. Now 
let My wrath blaze against them, that I 


may destroy them; [6] but of you I will 
make a great nation.” 

And Moses said, “Oh, this people has 
sinned a great sin, and have made them¬ 
selves a god of gold. Yet now, if Thou 
wilt, forgive their sin—and if not, blot 
me out too, I pray Thee, from Thy book 
which Thou hast written.” 

But the Lord said to Moses, “He who 
has sinned against Me, him only will I 
blot out of My book.” 

And Moses beseeched God, “Lord, 

/ 

why dost Thy wrath blaze against Thy 
people, whom Thou hast brought forth 
out of the land of Egypt with great power 
and with a mighty hand? Why should 
the Egyptians say, ‘With evil intent He 
brought them forth, to slay them in the 
mountains, and to wipe them from the 
face of the earth’? Turn from Thy fierce 


^5 [6] that i may destroy them: When God threatened to destroy 

Israel because of the golden calf, Moses asked, “Is Israel worse than 
Sodom? When Abraham pleaded, You offered to spare Sodom if 
there were in it ten righteous men. Yet in Israel there are eighty 
righteous men.” 

“Who are the righteous?” asked God. 

“The seventy elders of Israel, and Aaron, Nadab, Abihu, Eleazar, 
Ithamar, Phinehas and Caleb.” 

“These are seventy-seven,” said God. 

“Do you not include Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, who join in plead¬ 
ing for their children?” 

And God hearkened to Moses. 
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EXODUS 32:12-14, 34 


139 


wrath, and do not do this evil to Thy 
people. Remember Abraham, Isaac and 
Israel, Thy servants, to whom Thou didst 
swear by Thine own self: I will multi¬ 
ply your children as the stars of heaven, 
and all this land that I have spoken of 
I will give to your children, and they 
shall inherit it forever.” 


And the Lord set aside the punish¬ 
ment which He said He would do to His 
people. [7] And the Lord said to Moses, 
“Go, lead the people to the place of 
which I have spoken to you. My angel 
shall go before you. [8] Nevertheless, on 
the day I make an accounting, I will re¬ 
pay them for this sin.” 


[7] the lord forgave his people: Moses was so angered by the 
golden calf that he moved his tent outside the camp and dwelt alone. 
The sorrowing people begged him to return, but he refused. 

“Though we have repented our sins,” they said, “God has left us. 
Now you abandon us too. We are as orphans.” 

Then Moses heard God’s voice: “Return unto the camp.” 

And Moses said, “Return also unto Your people, O Lord, as I do 
now.” 

And God listened to Moses. 

[8] forgiveness: The day on which God assured Moses that Israel 
was forgiven for the golden calf was Yom Kippur, the day set by Him 
for forgiveness. 
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18 * EXODUS [33-40] 


MOSES ASKS THAT GOD S GLORY LEAD 

THE HEBREWS 

and the lord spoke to Moses, “Go from 
here, you and the people that you have 
brought up out of the land of Egypt, to 
the land which I swore to Abraham, to 
Isaac, and to Jacob. And I will send an 
angel before you, to a land flowing with 
milk and honey; for I will not go up in 
your midst, for you are a stubborn 
people.” 

And when the people heard these 
dreadful words, they mourned, and no 
man put on his ornaments. 

And Moses said to the Lord, “See, 
Thou sayest to me: Bring up this people; 


but Thou hast not let me know whom 
Thou wilt send with me. Therefore, I 
pray Thee, if I have found favor in Thy 
sight, show me now Thy ways, that I 
may know Thee; and consider that this 
nation is Thy people.” 

And fie said, “My Presence shall go 
with you, and I will give you rest.” 

Then Moses said, “If Thy Presence 
goes not with me, do not take us from 
here. For how shall it be known that 1 
have found favor in Thy sight, I and Thy 
people? flow else are we distinguished 
from all people on the face of the earth?” 

And the Lord said to Moses, “I will do 

this also, for vou have found favor in Mv 

' * * 

sight, and I know you by name.” 
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EXODUS 33: 18-20; 34: I-7 

And Moses said, “Show me, I pray 
Thee, Thy glory.” [ 1 ] 

And He replied, “I will make all My 
goodness pass before you, and will pro- 
claim the name of the Lord before you; 
and I will be gracious to whom I will be 
gracious, and I will show merev on whom 

o ✓ 

I will show mercy.” 

And He said, “But you cannot see My 
face, for man shall not see Me and live.” 

THE SECOND TABLETS 

and the lord said to Moses, “Hew two 
tablets of stone like the first; and I will 
write upon them the words that were on 
the first tablets, which vou broke. Be 
ready in the morning, and ascend Mount 


M 1 

Sinai, and present yourself to Me on the 
top of the mountain. No man shall come 
up with you, neither let any man be seen 
anywhere on the mountain.” 

Moses rose early in the morning, and 
he hewed two tablets of stone like the 
first, and went up to Mount Sinai as the 
Lord had commanded him, and took in 
his hands the two tablets of stone. And 
the Lord descended in a cloud and passed 
by before him, and proclaimed, “The 
Lord, the Lord, merciful and gracious 
God, long-suffering, and abundant in 
goodness and truth; keeping mercy unto 
the thousandth generation, forgiving in¬ 
iquity and transgression and sin; but He 
will not clear the guilty.” 


[ 1] show me thy glory: When Moses asked to see His glory, God 
showed him a huge arch, enclosing gates of light. “For whom are 
these gates'?” asked Moses. 

“For those who study My Torah,” answered God. Another beauti¬ 
ful pair of gates then opened. “Whose are these?” asked Moses. 

“These arc the gates of comfort and salvation,” said God. “They are 
for all who call upon Me in their need.” 

A third pair of gates, even more splendid, swung wide, and within 
them were heaps of crowns. On each crown were carved the words, 
“A Good Name.” “For whom are these crowns?” asked Moses. 

“For those who do charity and righteousness; who raise the or¬ 
phaned; who feed the poor and clothe the tattered,” answered God. 

Finally, another heavenly set of gates appeared. “These are the 
gates of My Grace,” God told Moses. “Those who strive to serve Me 
will enter here. Man can give Me nothing, nor can his service enrich 
Me; but when I see his heart and mind striving to serve Me, I will 
have compassion on him and he will become Mine.” 
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EXODUS 34:8, 28-32; 35:4-8; 25:8; 35:10-16, 19, 29 


And Moses bowed his head to the 
ground and worshiped. 

MOSES’ FACE BEAMS 

moses was there with the Lord forty 
days and forty nights; he neither ate 
bread nor drank water. And he wrote 
upon the tablets the words of the Cove¬ 
nant, the Ten Commandments. 

And it came to pass when Moses 
came down from Mount Sinai with the 
two tablets of the testimony, he did not 
know that his face was radiant. 

When Aaron and all the Children of 
Israel saw Moses, and saw that the skin 
of his face was radiant, they were 
afraid to come near him. And Moses 
called to them; then Aaron and all the 
leaders of the congregation returned to 
him, and Moses spoke to them. And 
afterward all the Children of Israel came 
near, and he told them all that which he 
was commanded. 

THE MISHKAN—THE PORTABLE 

SANCTUARY 

and moses spoke to all the congregation, 


“The Lord has commanded: Take from 
among you gifts for the Lord. Let every¬ 
one whose heart is willing bring the 
Lord’s offering: gold and silver and 
brass; and blue and purple and scarlet 
material, fine linen and goats’ hair; and 
rams’ skins dyed red and sealskins, and 
acacia wood; and oil for the light, and 
spices for the anointing oil and for the 
sweet incense. And let them make Me 
a sanctuary [2] that I may dwell among 
them. [3] 

“And let every wise-hearted man 
among you come, and make all that the 
Lord has commanded: the Tabernacle, 
its tent, and its covering, its clasps and 
its boards, its pillars and its pedestals; 
the Ark with its poles, the Ark-cover, 
and the veil of the screen; the table, and 
its poles and all its vessels; and the show- 
bread; the menorah also for the light, and 
its vessels and its lamps, and the oil for 
the light; and the altar of incense, and 
the altar of burnt-offering, and the laver 
with its base; and the plaited garments 
for ministering in the holy place.’’ 

And the Children of Israel brought 
voluntary offerings to God: every man 


<*§ [2] the tabernacle of testimony: When God forgave Israel, He 

said, “I will let My Presence dwell in their midst. They shall rear 
My Sanctuary as a testimony of My forgiveness.” 

The Tabernacle was not intended as a dwelling place for God, for 
the heavens cannot contain Him, and the earth is but His footstool. 
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EXODUS 35:29; 36:2-6, 8; 37: 1-2, 17 

and every woman whose heart prompted 
him, for all the work which God had 
commanded to be made. 

And Moses called Bezalel and Oho- 
liab, and every wise-hearted man in 
whose heart the Lord had put wisdom in 
all manner of workmanship. And they 
took from Moses all the offering which 
the Children of Israel had brought for 

O 

the construction of the Sanctuary. 

And the people continued to bring 
freewill-offerings every morning. And 
all the skilled men that wrought all the 


M3 

work of the Sanctuary, said to Moses, 
“The people are bringing much more 
than is necessary for the work which the 
Lord commanded.” 

And Moses proclaimed throughout 
the camp, saying, “Let neither man nor 
woman bring anything more for the 
work of the Sanctuary.” So the people 
were stopped from bringing any more. 

And the skilled men made the Taber¬ 
nacle with ten curtains. Bezalel made 
the Ark of acacia wood, and he overlaid 
it with pure gold. And he made the 


“But,” said God, “this Tabernacle shall be a token of My affection. 
When it is built, I shall dwell in their midst.” 

The Rabbis comment, “Note that God did not say He would dwell 
in the Tabernacle, but in their midst. When the people serve with 
a willing heart and erect in its beauty a Tabernacle to His Name, 
God is among them.” 

[3] god's dwelling PLACE: When God said, “Let them make Me a 
sanctuary,” Moses was startled. 

“These requests are beyond my understanding,” he said. “You 
asked that each man give a ransom for his soul—half a shekel. Yet if 
a man were to give all he possesses for his soul, it would not be 
enough. Then You commanded the Children of Israel concerning 
the offerings made by fire! Who can bring sufficient offerings to 
You? The Lebanon with all its forests is not sufficient for a burnt- 
offering worthy of You. Now You request a dwelling place, a sanc¬ 
tuary. The heavens, and the heavens of the heavens, cannot contain 
You, much less a sanctuary we can build for You.” 

And God answered, “I do not need your offerings, your food, nor 
your sanctuary. They are for your sake, not for Mine.” 

T i. 
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EXODUS 37: 1 7, 25-26, 29; 38:8; 40:33-34 


menorah of pure gold. He made of 
acacia wood the altar of incense, and 
overlaid it with gold. [4] He made the 
holy anointing oil, and he made the 
laver and its base of brass. And he made 
a court round about the Tabernacle and 


the altar, and set up a screen at the gate 
of the court. 

So Moses finished the work. [5] Then 
the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, 
and the glory of the Lord filled the 
Tabernacle. 


[4] the crowns of bezalel: When Bezalel made the Tabernacle 
according to God's plans, he carved crowns on the altar, on the table, 
and on the Ark. The crown of the altar was for the priesthood; and 
that on the table for the kings who would rule in Israel. But, asked 
our Sages, for whom was the crown of the Torah? 

And they answered: Anyone who wishes to attain the crown of 
the Torah, let him come and take it! 


[5I moses finished the work: A man who handles the community’s 
money should publicly give a full accounting. Our teacher, Moses, 
set the example. 

God said of Moses, “He is trusted in all My house.’’ Yet people 
would remark, “Is it impossible that he who has charge of the Sanc¬ 
tuary should get rich?” Others winked and nodded their heads. 

Therefore, when the work of the Sanctuary was complete, Moses 
gathered the whole congregation of Israel. “I collected from you many 
valuable materials,” he told them. “Now that the work is done, I 
shall give you a full accounting.” 

The people sat with him, and together they began the tally. When 
they finished, they found the weight of seventeen hundred and 
seventy-five silver shekels missing. 

Moses began to worry. “Woe is me! They will accuse me of steal¬ 
ing. Where is the weight of the missing shekels?” 

He checked his figures and discovered that he had not counted 
the hooks on the pillars. Then he told the Israelites, “Weigh the 
hooks of the pillars.” 

The Israelites weighed the hooks, which were exactly the weight 
of the missing silver. 
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LEVITICUS [,- 25 ] 


LAWS RELATING TO SACRIFICE 

AND THE LORD [i] Called [2] to MoSCS 
and spoke to him from the Tent of 
Meeting, saving, “Speak to the Children 
of Israel, and sav to them: When [3] 
any man [4] of you brings an offering 
to the Lord of the herd or of the flock, 
it shall be a male without blemish. And 


when anyone brings a meal-offering, it 
shall be of fine flour." 

And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, 
"If anyone sins and commits a trespass 
against the Lord, [5] and deals falsely 
with his neighbor in a matter of a de- 
posit, or of pledge, or has robbed his 
neighbor [6] or has found something 
that was lost and denies it, and swears to 


[1] and the lord: Why does Leviticus begin with “And”? The use 
of the conjunction shows the close connection between this book and 
Exodus, which recounts the establishment of the Jewish nation. Since 
a nation must develop a way of life and of worship, Leviticus deals 
mainly with sacrifice and priestly duties in the Sanctuary. 1 he history 
in Exodus leads on to the worship and holiness in Leviticus. 
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LEVITICUS 5:22-26; 22:17-18, 22, 3 I-33; 23:1-2 


a lie; if he has sinned by doing any of 
all these, then when he is found guilty 
he shall restore what he took by robbery 
or by fraud, or what was deposited with 
him, or the lost article that he found, or 
anything about which he swore falsely. 
He shall restore it in full [7] and shall 
also add a fifth more to it, giving it to 
whom it belongs on the day he was 
found guilty. Then he shall bring a 
guilt-offering to the Lord, a perfect ram 
from his flock. And the priest shall 
make atonement for him before the 
Lord, and he shall be forgiven.” 

And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, 
“If anyone of the House of Israel pre¬ 
sents an offering, in order that it may be 


accepted it shall be a perfect animal, 
without blemish. Anything blind, or 
maimed, or mutilated, or scabbed, or 
diseased, you must not offer to the Lord. 

“And you shall observe My command¬ 
ments and do them, as I am the Lord. 
And you shall not profane My holy 
name. I will be hallowed among the 
Children of Israel: I am the Lord who 
hallows you, who brought you out of 
the land of Egypt to be your God; I am 
the Lord.” 

FESTIVALS 

and the lord spoke to Moses, saying, 
“Speak to the Children of Israel, and 


[2] vayikra: The Hebrew name for the Book of Leviticus is Vayikra. 
In every manuscript of the Torah it is spelled with a tiny aleph. Why? 

In ancient writings there were no spaces between words. When 
the last letter of one word was the same as the first letter of the next, 
as in this case, one letter might serve for both. Later, when words 
were separated by spaces, the scribes wrote the alefh of Vayikra in 
smaller size, to show that it had not occurred in previous manuscripts. 

This profound respect for each letter of the Scriptures is why the 
Bible has come down to us in its pure, sacred form. 

[3] when: Why is the word “When” used to introduce the laws of 
sacrifice? The phrase might have read, “You shall bring a sacrifice.” 

As the Prophets and Rabbis pointed out, God does not command 
these offerings. The Llebrews were accustomed to sacrifice, which 
was the religious custom of the ancient East. God would accept a 
sacrifice offered in the proper spirit; He did not demand it. 
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LEVITICUS 23:2-3 
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say to them: The appointed festivals of 
the Lord, which you shall proclaim to be 
holy assemblies, these are Mv fixed 
seasons.” 


SABBATH [8] 

“six days shall work be done, but 
the seventh day is a Sabbath of complete 


[4] when any man: “Any man,” this verse says, not “an Israelite” or 
“Hebrew.” This indicates that anyone may bring an offering to the 
Lord. His faith, not his birth, is important to God. 

The Hebrew word for “offering” is korban, which means “that 
which is brought near” to God. Whatever may bring man closer to 
God, be it sacrifice, prayer or charity, is a korban. 

[5] against the lord: Rabbi Akiba held that these three simple 
words were of utmost significance. A man who denies his oath or 
swears falsely denies God, who is witness, and also denies His 
teachings. 

[6] robbery, fraud: The Rabbis maintained that robbery includes 
any injustice or trickery, whether or not it conforms to the letter of 
the law. For example, if a farmer reserved the corners of his fields 
for a poor relative, this was considered robbery, for it robbed other 
poor people of their share. 

[7] the first step: The first step in repentance for a wrong against 
a fellow man is restitution of what has been stolen or defrauded. 

Without this first step, there is no true repentance. Neither prayer 
nor the Day of Atonement atones for the sin until the wronged man 
has been repaid and his forgiveness sought. Only then may the re¬ 
pentant sinner ask for God’s forgiveness. 

[8 ] an extra soul: The Sabbath is not merely a day of rest. Rabbi 
Simeon ben Lakish declared that every Jew receives an extra soul 
on that day. The delight of the Sabbath is so great that man’s soul 
expands to enjoy its holiness. 
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LEVITICUS 23:3, 5-8 


rest, a holy assembly; you shall not do 
any manner of work. [9] It is a Sabbath 
to the Lord [10] in all your dwell¬ 
ings.” [ 11 ] 

PESAH 

“in the first month, on the fourteenth 


day of the month at dusk, is the Lord’s 
Passover. And on the fifteenth day of 
the same month is the Festival of Un¬ 
leavened Bread to the Lord; seven days 
you shall eat matzot. [ 12] On the first day 
and on the seventh day you shall have 
a holy assembly; you shall do no manner 
of servile work.” 


[9] the taste of the sabbath: Emperor Antoninus dined with 
Rabbi Joshua ben Hananiah, and was served a hot meal. The next 
Sabbath, the Rabbi served him a cold meal. “The cold meal was even 
better than the hot,” the Emperor observed. “How is that possible?” 

“We have a spice called Sabbath,” replied the Rabbi, “which gives 
this food its savor.” 

“Give me some of this spice,” requested the Emperor. 

The Rabbi smiled. “For him who keeps the Sabbath, the spice 
works; for him who does not keep it, it does not work.” 

[10] the sabbath is for man: Hillel was poor when he came from 
Babylonia to the academy of Shemaiah and Avtalion. When he 
lacked even the meager funds for his tuition, he climbed to the roof 
and listened to the discussion through the grate. 

Although it was winter, and the snow began to fall, he remained 
in his place to listen. He was still lying there when the class came 
to an end. 

When the two rabbis returned for prayer the next morning, She¬ 
maiah said to Avtalion, “Brother, it is always light at this hour, but 
today the room is dark.” Looking up, they saw a figure outlined on 
the grate. They rushed to the roof and found Hillel lying there, cov¬ 
ered with snow. They lifted him from the grate and carried him 
inside. 

Although it was the Sabbath, they lit a fire to warm him. "We 
break the Sabbath this time to save his life,” they said, “so that he 
may observe many hundreds of Sabbaths.” 
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SHAVLTOT 

“when you have come into the land 
which I give to you, and shall reap its 
harvest, then vou shall bring the sheaf 
of the first-fruits of your harvest to the 
priest. And he shall wave the sheaf be¬ 
fore the Lord that it may be accepted 
for you. 

“And you shall count from the day 
after the day of rest, from the day that 
you brought the sheaf of the waving, 
seven full weeks, counting fifty days to 
the day after the seventh week. [13] 
And you shall proclaim a holy assembly; 
you shall do no manner of servile work. 
It is a statute forever in all your dwell¬ 
ings throughout your generations.” 


ROSH HASHANAH AND YOM KIPPUR 

and the lord spoke to Moses, saying, 
“Speak to the Children of Israel, and 
say: In the seventh month, on the first 
day of the month, shall be a solemn rest 
to you, a memorial proclaimed with the 
blast of the Shofar, a holy assembly. You 
shall do no manner of servile work. 

“However, on the tenth day of this 
seventh month is the Day of Atonement; 
there shall then be a holy assembly, and 
you shall afflict your souls. [14] And you 
shall do no manner of work on that 
day, for it is the Day of Atonement, to 
make atonement for you before the Lord 
your God. [15] It is a statute forever 
throughout your generations in all your 


*+§ [ll] a sabbath for the beast: Animals, too, are creatures of God 
and are entitled to a day of rest. 

The Rabbis decreed, therefore, that on the Sabbath an ox is not 
to be locked in its stall all day, for this is not rest, but imprisonment. 
The ox must be allowed to pasture in the field. 


[12] matzot—the bread of affliction: Matzah is known as lehem 
oni, the bread of the poor. Even he who is rich and happy should eat 
matzah on Pesah, to remind himself that there are those who are 
poor and unhappy, as were our ancestors who were enslaved in Egypt. 


13] counting seven times seven: “Why do we count the days 
between Pesah and Shavuot?” asked the Rabbis. “The giving of the 
Torah at Sinai was the whole purpose of the deliverance from 
Egypt,” explained Maimonides. “We count the days from Pesah as 
one counts the days until his best friend comes to visit.” 
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dwellings. It shall be to you a sabbath 
of complete rest, and you shall afflict 
your souls. On the evening of the ninth 
day, from evening to evening, you shall 
keep your sabbath.” 

SUKKOT 

and the lord spoke to Moses, saying, 
"Speak to the Children of Israel, and 
say: On the fifteenth day of this seventh 
month is the Festival of Booths for seven 
days to the Lord. On the first day shall 
be a holy assembly; you shall do no 
manner of servile work. 

"However, on the fifteenth day of the 


leviticus 23:32-35,39-40,42-43 

seventh month, when you have gathered 
in the produce of the land, you shall ob¬ 
serve the feast of the Lord for seven 
days. On the first day shall be a sabbath, 
and on the eighth day shall be a sabbath. 

"And on the first day you shall take 
the fruit of the beautiful citron tree, 
branches of the palm tree, and boughs 
of the broad-leaved tree, and willows of 
the brook, and you shall rejoice before 
the Lord your God for seven days. 

"You shall dwell in booths seven 
days; [16] all the native-born in Israel 
shall dwell in booths, that your genera¬ 
tions may know that I made the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel to dwell in booths when I 


[14] you shall afflict your souls: Our Rabbis say: "Afflict your 
souls” does not mean that you are to mistreat your body. We fast so 
that our attention may be directed on atonement. It is our souls we 
afflict as we consider our deeds in the year past. 

[15] the heart also must smite: Rabbi Israel Meir, the sage 
known as the Hafetz Hayyim, commented on the tradition of beating 
one’s breast when the sins are enumerated on Yom Kippur: "God 
does not forgive the sins of one who smites his heart, but He pardons 
those whose hearts smite them.” 

[16] dwell in booths: Why do we dwell in booths at the harvest 
season? Nahmanides, the Spanish commentator of medieval days, ex¬ 
plained that the booths call to mind that our ancestors wandered in 
the wilderness. At harvest time we must not say in our pride, "This 
I achieved with my own strength.” Just as it is God who redeemed 
our ancestors, so it is He who brings the harvest. 
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brought them out of the land of Egypt; 
I am the Lord your God.” 

THE SABBATICAL YEAR 

and the lord spoke to Moses on Mount 
Sinai, saving, “When you come into the 
land which I give you, then the land 
shall keep a sabbath unto the Lord. [17] 
Six years you shall sow your field and 
six years you shall prune your vineyard 
and gather in its produce. But in the 
seventh year shall be a sabbath of com¬ 
plete rest for the land; you shall neither 
sow your field nor prune your vineyard. 
You shall not reap that which grows of 
itself of your harvest, and you shall not 
gather the grapes of your undressed 
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vine; it shall be a year of rest for the 
land. 

“And the produce of the land at rest 
shall be food for all: for you and for 
your manservant and for your maidserv¬ 
ant, and for the stranger who lives with 
you; for your cattle and for the beasts in 
your land.” 

THE YEAR OF JUBILEE 

“and you shall count seven sabbaths of 
years, seven times seven years, forty-nine 
years. Then on the tenth day of the 
seventh month, on the Day of Atone¬ 
ment, you shall make proclamation with 
the blast of the Shofar throughout your 
land. [18] And you shall hallow the fif- 


*+§ [ 17] the earth rests: There were emperors who respected the Jew¬ 

ish Sabbatical year, and did not require the Jews to pay tribute, since 
they reaped no harvest. Both Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar 
recognized that it was a religious duty of the Jews to let the ground 
lie fallow. Roman emperors who hated Judaism demanded the trib¬ 
ute money, however. 

The Rabbis ruled that the people must work the soil throughout 
the Sabbatical year, so that the Romans would have no excuse to sell 
them into slavery. 

^ t 18] jubilee and atonement: The year begins on Rosh Hashanah; 
the jubilee year with Yom Kippur. Both occasions celebrate human 
freedom: the Day of Atonement frees man from the slavery of sin, 
the jubilee from the slavery of poverty. 

The blowing of the Shofar proclaimed both great freedoms. 
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tieth year, and proclaim liberty through¬ 
out the land to all the inhabitants 
thereof. It shall be a jubilee to you; and 
you shall return every man to his prop¬ 
erty and to his family. 

“A jubilee shall that fiftieth year be 
to you; you shall not sow, neither reap 
that which grows by itself in it, nor 
gather the grapes of the undressed vines. 
For it is a jubilee; it shall be holy to you. 

“And if you sell anything to your 
neighbor, or buy from your neighbor, 
you shall not wrong one another. Ac¬ 
cording to the number of years after 
the jubilee you shall buy from your 
neighbor, and according to the number 
of years of the crops he shall sell to you. 
If the years are many the price shall in¬ 
crease, and if the years are few the price 
shall diminish; for it is the number of 
crops that he sells to you. You shall not 
cheat one another; but you shall fear 
your God, for I am the Lord your God. 

“And the land shall not be sold in 
perpetuity; for the land is Mine, and 
you are strangers and settlers with Me. 

“If your brother becomes poor, and 
sells some of his property, then shall his 
nearest kinsman come and redeem what 
his brother has sold. And if a man has 


no one to redeem it, and he does well 
and has enough means to redeem it, let 
him count the years of its sale, and re¬ 
store the gain to the man to whom he 
sold it and return to his property. 

“But if he does not have sufficient 
means to get it back for himself, then the 
land he sold shall remain with the buyer 
until the year of jubilee, and in the jubi¬ 
lee he shall return to his property. 

“If your brother becomes poor and his 
means fail, then you shall help him; as 
a resident alien and a settler he shall 
live with you. Take no interest from 
him; but fear your God, that your 
brother may live with you. 

“If your brother becomes poor, and 
sells himself to you, you shall not make 
him serve as a slave. [19] He shall be to 
you as a hired servant and as a settler; 
he shall serve with you until the year 
of jubilee. Then he shall be released 
from your service, he and his children 
with him, and shall return to his own 
family and to the property of his fathers. 
For the Children of Israel are My serv¬ 
ants whom I brought forth out of the 
land of Egypt; thev shall not be sold as 
bondmen. You shall not rule over him 
harshly; but you shall fear your God.” 


e^cj [19] not serve as a slave: The Jews did not build their civilization 
on slavery. They remembered that they had been slaves in Egypt. 
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THE HOLINESS CODE: 

YOU ARE A HOLY PEOPLE 

and the lord spoke to Moses, saying, 
“Speak to the whole congregation of 
the Children of Israel, and say to them: 
You shall be holy; for I, the Lord your 


God, am holy, [i] Every man shall fear 
his mother and his father, and you shall 
keep My Sabbaths; I am the Lord your 
God. 

“Do not turn to the idols nor make 
molten gods; for I am the Lord vour 
God. 


[i] you shall be holy: By imitating God, man can be holy. The 
Talmud points out those deeds of God which were holy. On the very 
first page of the Torah, for example, He clothes the naked—Adam. 
Lie feeds the hungrv and cares for the orphans. He heals the sick 
and frees the captives. And on the last page we read that He buries 
Moses. 
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LEVITICUS 19:9-15 


"And when you reap the harvest of 
your land, you shall not wholly reap the 
corner of your field, neither shall you 
gather the gleaning of your harvest. And 
you shall not glean your vineyard, nei¬ 
ther shall you gather the fallen fruit of 
your vineyard. You shall leave them for 
the poor and for the stranger; I am the 
Lord your God.” 

BE RIGHTEOUS AND JUST 

"you shall not steal; [2] neither shall 
you deal falsely nor lie one to another. 


And you shall not swear by My name 
falsely, and so profane the name of your 
God; I am the Lord. 

"You shall not oppress your neighbor, 
nor rob him. 

“The wages of a hired laborer [3] are 
not to remain with you over night until 
morning. 

"You shall not curse the deaf, nor put 
a stumbling block [4] before the blind, 
but you shall stand in awe before your 
God; I am the Lord. 

"You shall do no unrighteousness in 
judgment; neither shall you favor the 


[2] you shall not steal: "One may not steal, even if everyone else 
steals, nor even to reclaim one’s own property, lest he seem a thief,” 
said the Sifra. Anything that has the appearance of stealing is 
forbidden. 

Not always recognized as robbery, but to be condemned nonethe¬ 
less, is gnevat da at, the stealing of someone’s reputation, whether by 
gossip or slander, or by false flattery. 

[3] a hired laborer: The Torah commands that a hired laborer be 
treated justly. The Talmud required an employer to give his helpers 
time to recite the Sh’ma, a respite for his meals, and a pause to say 
Birkat ha-Mazon, Grace After Meals. 

[4] a stumbling block: "A stumbling block” can mean bad advice. 
Do not send a man on a useless journey, or advise him to sell his field 
for a pittance, or recommend a house you know is not well built. 

[5] favor not the poor: Our Rabbis were careful to maintain the 
purest justice. Therefore they specified that, just as one may not 
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poor [5] nor defer to the mighty; in 
righteousness you shall judge your 
neighbor. 

“You shall not go about as a talebearer 
among your people, neither shall you 


stand idly by the bloodshed of your 
neighbor; [6] I am the Lord. 

“You shall not hate your brother in 
your heart. You shall not take vengeance, 
[7] nor bear any grudge against your 


favor the rich, neither may he favor the poor. Justice must be free 
of all prejudice. Favoritism to the needy not only turns aside justice, 
but also humiliates the poor. 

Similarly, a judge may not allow one person to sit and force the 
other to stand; or address one man kindly and be harsh to the other. 
“Justice, justice shall you pursue” (Deuteronomy 16:20). 

[6] you shall not stand idly by: This verse warns against the sin 
of indifference, said the Rabbis. Whoever does not come to the aid 
of one who is drowning, pursued by a wild beast, or attacked by a 
robber, is himself guilty. His idleness allowed another to perish. 

The verse ends, “I anj the Lord,” to tell man that God knows of 
his indifference and weighs it as a sin. 

[7] you shall not take vengeance: Vengeance means the paying 
of evil with evil. It is the Jewish way to fight evil, rather than the 
evildoer. This philosophy was illustrated by Samuel ibn Nagrela, the 
Spanish-Jewish poet of the eleventh century, who was vizier to the 
king of Granada. 

One day, Samuel was cursed by an enemy in the presence of the 
king. The irate king ordered him to have the man’s tongue cut out. 
Samuel, however, did not take vengeance, but treated the man so 
kindly that he became a warm friend. 

When the king observed that the man had not been mutilated, he 
expressed surprise. Samuel replied, “Your majesty, I have taken away 
his evil tongue and given him a kind one.” 

The Rabbis say, therefore, “Who is mighty? He who makes his 
enemy his friend.” 
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LEVITICUS 19: l8, 26, 32-37; 20:23, 7-8, 22, 24-26; I I :2 


people, [8] but you shall love your 
neighbor as yourself; [9] I am the Lord. 

“You shall not eat anything with its 
blood; neither shall you practice divina¬ 
tion nor soothsaying. 

“You shall rise up before the hoary 
head, and honor the face of the old. 

“And if a stranger resides with you in 
your land, you shall not do him wrong. 
The stranger that sojourns with you 
shall be to you as the native-born among 
you, and you shall love him as yourself; 
for you were strangers in the land of 
Egypt; I am the Lord your God. 

“You shall do no injustice in weight 
or in measures. Just balances, just 
weights, a just ephah, and a just hin, 
shall you have; I am the Lord your God 
who brought you out of the land of 
Egypt. And you shall observe all My 
statutes and all My ordinances, and do 
them; I am the Lord. 

“And you shall not follow the customs 
of the nation which I am casting out be¬ 


fore you; for it was because they did all 
these things that I abhorred them. 
Therefore, sanctify yourselves and be 
holy; for I am the Lord your God, who 
sanctifies you.” 

A SEPARATE PEOPLE 

“you shall therefore keep all My stat¬ 
utes and all My ordinances, so that the 
land to which I bring you to dwell shall 
not spew you out. I am the Lord your 
God who has set you apart from the 
peoples. You shall therefore distinguish 
between the clean beast and the un¬ 
clean, and between the unclean fowl 
and the clean. 

“And you shall be holy to Me; for I, 
the Lord, am holy, and have set you 
apart from the peoples to be Mine.” 

ANIMALS, CLEAN AND UNCLEAN 
“these are the creatures which you 


[8] against your people: Our Rabbis explain this verse with a 
parable: If a man cut his hand with a knife, shall he avenge himself 
by cutting his other hand which held the knife? 

[9] you shall love! Rabbi Akiba considered this the greatest verse 
of the Torah. Ben Azai, however, did not deem it sufficient only to 
love one’s neighbor. The greatest verse is, “These are the generations 
of Adam” (Genesis 5:1), said he, “because it teaches that we are all 
children of the same father.” 
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may eat among all the beasts that are on 
the earth. Any with a cloven hoof, com¬ 
pletely divided, and that chews its cud, 
you may eat. But those that only chew 
their cud, or those that have only a 
cloven hoof, you shall not eat. The 
camel, though it chews its cud, does not 
have a cloven hoof; it is unclean to you. 
And the pig, though it has a cloven hoof, 
does not chew its cud; it is unclean to 
you.” 

FISHES, CLEAN AND UNCLEAN 

“these you may eat of all that live in 
the water: whatever has fins and scales 
in the water, in the seas and in the rivers, 
you may eat. But all that do not have 
fins and scales, they are detestable to 
you. 

BIRDS AND INSECTS 

“all birds of prey and every vulture are 
detestable; they shall not be eaten. 

“All winged, swarming insects upon 
the earth are detestable to you. 

“Whatever crawls on its belly, and 
whatever goes upon four legs, or what¬ 
ever has many legs; any swarming in¬ 
sect on the earth, you shall not eat—they 
are detestable. 

“For I am the Lord your God; sanctify 
yourselves therefore, and be holy, for I 
am holy. Therefore, you shall not defile 
yourself with any kind of swarming 
thing that crawls upon the earth.” 


BLOOD 

“anyone in the House of Israel, or of 
the strangers that reside among you, who 
eats any blood at all, I will set My face 
against him and will cut him off from 
among his people. For the life of a crea¬ 
ture is the blood; therefore I said to the 
Children of Israel: No one among you 
shall eat blood, neither shall any stranger 
that resides among you eat blood.” 

THE BLESSINGS 

“if you will observe My statutes, and 
keep My commands and do them, 
then I will give you rains in due season, 
and the land shall yield its produce, and 
the trees shall yield their fruit. And your 
threshing shall reach to the grape-gather¬ 
ing, and the grape-gathering shall reach 
to the sowing time. And you shall eat 
your bread until you have enough, and 
dwell in your land in safety. 

“And I will give peace in the land, so 
that you shall lie down and none shall 
make you afraid. I will clear the land of 
wild beasts, and no sword shall pass 
through your land. 

“I will turn My face toward you, and 
make you fruitful and multiply you; and 
I will maintain My Covenant with you. 
And vou shall eat old grain long stored, 
and you shall clear out the old to make 
room for the new. 
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LEVITICUS 26: I 1-20, 27-28, 33, 39-42, 44-45 


“And I will set My Tabernacle among 
you. I will walk among you, and will be 
your God and you shall be My people. 
I am the Lord your God, who brought 
you forth out of the land of Egypt, out 
of slavery; and I have broken the bars 
of your yoke, and made you walk up¬ 
right.’' [10] 

THE REPROOF 

“but if you will not listen to Me and 
will not observe all these command¬ 
ments, and if you will reject My statutes, 
and if your soul will abhor My ordi¬ 
nances and you break My Covenant, 
then I will do this to you: I will appoint 
terror over you; and you will sow your 
seed in vain, for your enemies will eat 
it. And I will set My face against you, 
and you shall be defeated by your ene¬ 
mies; and you shall flee when no one 
pursues you. 

“And if you will not listen to Me even 
after this, then I will punish you seven 
more times for your sins. And I will 
break the pride of your power, and I 
will make your heaven as iron and your 
earth as brass. And your strength shall be 


spent in vain; for your land shall not 
yield its produce, neither shall the trees 
of the land yield their fruit. 

“And if you will not listen to Me in 
spite of these things, but will go con¬ 
trary to Me, then I will act contrary to 
you in fury. And I will scatter you 
among the nations; and your land shall 
be a desolation and your cities shall be 
a waste. 

“And those of you that are left, if 
they will confess their iniquity and the 
iniquity of their fathers, and their hearts 
will be humbled and they will make 
amends, then will I remember My cov¬ 
enant with Jacob, and with Isaac, and 
with Abraham; and I will remember the 
land. 

“For, nonetheless, when they are in 
the land of their enemies, I will not 
reject them to destroy them utterly, and 
to break My covenant with them; for I 
am the Lord their God. 

“I will remember the covenant 
I made with your ancestors, whom I 
brought forth out of Egypt in the sight 
of the nations that I might be their God; 
I am the Lord.” 


^5 [10] and made you walk upright: How do we walk upright before 

God? By performing His commandments proudly and gladly, not 
as slaves serve their masters, but with joy and a full heart. 
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THE CLOEID AND THE FIRE OVER THE 
TABERNACLE IN THE DESERT 

on the day that the Tabernacle was 
erected, the cloud covered the Taber¬ 
nacle and the Tent of Meeting. And the 
appearance of fire was over the Taber¬ 
nacle, from evening until morning. And 
whenever the cloud was lifted from over 
the Tent, all the Children of Israel 
journeyed; and wherever the cloud 
stopped, the Children of Israel camped. 
At the command of the Lord the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel journeyed, and at the com¬ 
mand of the Lord they encamped. 

At times the cloud would remain a 


few days upon the Tabernacle; and 
sometimes the cloud remained from eve¬ 
ning till morning only. Whether it re¬ 
mained two days, or a month, or a year, 
as long as the cloud remained over the 
Tabernacle, the Children of Israel re¬ 
mained in camp and did not journey; 
only when it lifted did they set out. At 
the command of the Lord they en¬ 
camped, and at the command of the 
Lord they journeyed. 

THE TWO SILVER TRUMPETS 

and the lord spoke to Moses, saying, 
“Make two trumpets of silver of beaten 
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work, and they shall be for calling the 
congregation and for starting the camps 
on the journey. When they shall blow 
both of them, the whole congregation 
shall gather at the door of the Tent of 
Meeting. And if they blow only one, the 
princes, the heads of the clans of Israel, 
shall gather to you. 

“And when you blow an alarm, the 
camps that lie on the east side shall set 
out on their journey. And when you 
blow a second alarm, the camps that lie 
on the south side shall set out. 

“The sons of Aaron, the priests, shall 
blow the trumpets. 

“And when you go to war in your land 
against an adversary that oppresses you, 
then you shall sound an alarm with the 
trumpets; and you shall be remembered 
before the Lord your God, and you shall 
be saved from your enemies. 

“Also in the day of your gladness, and 


on your designated festivals, and on the 
first day of the month, you shall blow 
the trumpets.” 

THE JOURNEY BEGINS 

and it came to pass in the second year, 
in the second month, on the twentieth 
day of the month, that the cloud was 
lifted from the Tabernacle of the Testi¬ 
mony, and the Children of Israel set 
out from the desert of Sinai. And they 
journeyed for three days, and the Ark of 
the Covenant of the Lord went before 
them to seek out a resting place for 
them. 

And when the Ark set forward, Moses 
would say: 

“Rise up, O Lord, [1] and let Thine 
enemies be scattered; 

And let them who hate Thee flee 
from before Thee!” [2" 


[ 1] rise up, o lord: These two verses still convey the thrill of the 
march into the wilderness. They are pronounced to this day in tra¬ 
ditional synagogues at the opening and closing of the Ark, when the 
Torah is read. When the ancient Jews went into battle, the Levites 
would bear the Ark before them and the priests would cry out, “Rise 
up, O Lord!” 

Today these words are still a call to battle—to the battle against 
evil. 


[2] let them who hate thee: Why have the Jews been able to en¬ 
dure persecution? They have recognized that there are men who 
hate decency and righteousness. Since the Jewish people brought 
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And when the Ark would halt, he 
would say: 

“Return, O Lord, unto the ten 
thousands of the clans of Israel.” 

THE PRIESTLY BLESSING 

the lord spoke to Moses, saying, 


“Speak to Aaron and his sons, and say: 
This is how you shall bless the Children 
of Israel; [3] say to them: 

The Lord bless you and guard 
you; [4] 

The Lord make His face to shine 
upon you and be gracious to you; 


God’s word to mankind, those who hate His word must hate the 
Jews also. This realization has comforted the Jew in times of 
oppression. 

Therefore, it is said that God is distressed whenever Jews suffer. 
It would be presumptuous to say that God suffers with the Jews, said 
Rabbi Akiba, if Scriptures did not record it: “You redeemed out of 
Egypt the nation and its God” (II Samuel 7:23). He Himself was 
in exile with the Hebrews. 


[3] you shall bless: Although Aaron has been told to bless Israel, 
the priestly blessing calls on God to bless them. Why? Moses under¬ 
stood that no man, priest though he be, can bless another. What he 
can do is ask God to bless. 

Yet man, who cannot bless his fellow man, can bless God. This 
the Jew does every day in the b’rahot, every one of which begins 
“Blessed art Thou, O Lord . . .” How can this be? Man is responding 
to the holiness of God. 


[4] the lord bless you: This blessing is called duchan, a name 
taken from the wooden platform on which the priests stood in the 
Temple courtyard when they pronounced these words. 

Even todav, in traditional synagogues on Holv Days and Festivals, 
the Kohanim, the descendants of the priests, assemble in front of the 
Ark, cover their heads with their Taletim, lift their hands high and 
invoke God’s blessing on the congregation, while chanting the Bibli¬ 
cal words in an age-old melody. 

Tradition says that we may not look upon the Kohanim as they in- 
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The Lord lift up His countenance 
upon you and give you peace. [5] 
So they shall put My Name upon the 
Children of Israel, and I will bless 
them.” 

THE PEOPLE COMPLAIN 

and the people complained. The rabble 
among them had a craving; and the 
Children of Israel also wept, and said, 
‘‘If only we were given meat to eat! We 
remember the fish that we ate without 
payment in Egypt; the cucumbers, and 
the melons, and the leeks, and the 
onions, and the garlic; but now our souls 


are dried away. We have nothing but 
this manna to look to.” 

Moses heard the people weeping, 
family by family, every man at the door 
of his tent. And Moses became dis¬ 
pleased, [6] and said to the Lord, ‘‘Why 
hast Thou been so hard on Thy servant? 
And why have I not found favor in Thy 
sight, that Thou hast put the burden of 
all these people upon me? Have I con¬ 
ceived them that Thou shouldst say to 
me: Carry them in your bosom as a 
nurse carries an infant, to the land 
which Thou hast promised to their 
fathers? Where can I get meat to give 
to all these people? They weep on my 


tone the ancient words, for if they are indeed holy and God-fearing 
men, the Shechinah, God’s Presence, rests upon them; and, legend 
has it, we may be blinded by the radiance. 

[5] and give you peace: Peace is perhaps the most important word 
in the Hebrew language. Because the wish for peace is so dear to us, 
we greet one another and take our leave with wishes for shalom. 
Shalom is even one of the great names of God. 

Man can build a meaningful life only when there is peace: “Better 
a supper of herbs with love than a banquet with strife” (Proverbs 

The Midrash tells a story which shows that God seeks to keep 
peace in a household. Sarah overheard God tell Abraham that a son 
would be born to them, and she exclaimed, “How can I give birth 
to a child when I am old and my husband is old?” (Genesis 18:12). 
God repeated her remark to Abraham, but mentioned only her words, 
“When I am old” (18:13), lest Abraham be angered that Sarah had 
referred to him as old. 
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shoulders, saying, ‘Give us meat to eat!' 
I am not able to carry all of this people 
alone, because it is too heavy for me. 
If this is the way Thou wouldst deal 
with me, kill me, I pray Thee, and let 
me not look upon my wretchedness!” 

THE SEVENTY ELDERS 

and the lord said to Moses, ‘‘Gather 
seventy of the elders of Israel, and bring 
them to the Tent of Meeting that they 
may stand there with you. And I will 
come down and speak with you there. 
And I will take of the spirit which is 
upon you and will put it upon them, 
that they may share the burden of the 
people with you, that you shall not bear 
it alone. 

‘‘And say to the people: Tomorrow 
you shall eat meat; for you have wept 
in the ears of the Lord, saying, ‘If only 
we were given meat to eat, for it was 
well with us in Egypt;’ therefore the 


i6 3 

Lord will give you meat to eat. You shall 
eat meat not one day, nor two days, nor 
five days, nor ten days, nor twenty days, 
but a whole month, until it comes out 
of your nostrils and becomes loathsome 
to you; because you have rejected the 
Lord who is among you, and have wept 
before Him, saying, ‘Why did we ever 
leave Egypt?’ ” 

And Moses said, “The people are six 
hundred thousand, and yet Thou hast 
said, ‘I will give them meat to eat for 
a whole month.’ Can enough flocks and 
herds be slaughtered to suffice them? Or 
if all the fish of the sea were gathered 
together, would they suffice them?” And 
the Lord answered, “Is there a limit to 
the Lord’s power? Now you shall see 
whether My word shall come to pass 
or not.” 

And Moses went out, and he gathered 
seventy men of the elders of the peo¬ 
ple [7] and set them around the Tent. 
And the Lord came down in the cloud, 


[6] moses became displeased: Why was Moses so unhappy with 
the Children of Israel? Because he saw that small trials of the present 
loomed larger to them than the bitter oppression of the past. The 
Israelites had been slaves who labored the long day without pay, at 
the mercy of Egyptian masters who gave them barely enough food 
to keep them alive. All this they forgot, as they remembered only the 
taste of the fish. 


[7] seventy elders: Moses was in a predicament because he could 
not evenly apportion seventy elders among twelve tribes. If he took 
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and took of the spirit that was upon 
Moses, and put it upon the seventy, 
elders. [8] And when the spirit rested 
upon them, they prophesied, but not 
after that day. 

ELDAD AND MEDAD 

now two men remained in the camp. 


The name of one was Eldad, and the 
name of the other Medad. They were 
among the seventy men recorded, but 
they had not gone to the Tent. And the 
spirit rested upon them, and they prophe¬ 
sied in the camp. [9] 

A young man came running to Moses, 
and said, “Eldad and Medad are prophe¬ 
sying in the camp!” 


five from each tribe, he would have only sixty elders; if he took six, 
he would have seventy-two. If he divided the honors unevenly, 
jealousy would result. 

What did he do? He chose seventy-two worthy men, six from each 
tribe. He prepared seventy-two markers, two of which were blank. 
Each man chose a slip, and the two who had drawn blanks were 
not appointed. 

[8] and took the spirit of moses: Do not think, said the Rabbis, 
that when others prophesied, Moses’ prophetic spirit was diminished. 
Prophecy may be compared to a candle. Many candles may be kindled 
from it, and though all will blaze into light, the original flame is not 
diminished. 

[9] and they prophesied in the camp: What did Eldad and Medad 
prophesy? Our Rabbis declared that they prophesied, “Moses will die 
in the wilderness and Joshua will lead the Children of Israel into the 
Promised Land.” 

Joshua was shocked when he heard of this, and asked Moses for 
permission to arrest the men. 

Moses answered, “God has put His spirit upon them, and they 
prophesy what He has put into'their mouths. Why should they be 
punished?” 

Throughout Jewish history, the Hebrew Prophets spoke the truth, 
despite any threat, despite any danger. 
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And Joshua the son of Nun, who had 
served Moses from his youth, answered, 
“My lord Moses, shut them in!” 

And Moses said to him, “Are you 
jealous for my sake? Would that all of 
the Lord s people were prophets, that the 
Lord would put His spirit on them!” 

And Moses and the elders of Israel 
returned to the camp. 

THE QUAILS 

then a wind arose and brought quails 


from the sea, and let them fall near the 
camp, about a day’s journey on each side, 
all around the camp, and about three 
feet high on the face of the earth. And 
all that day and all the night and all the 
next day, the people gathered the quail; 
he who gathered the least gathered ten 
heaps. And they spread them out for 
themselves all around the camp. 

While the meat was still between 
their teeth, a great plague smote the 
people. 


.□rr 1 ?!; inn nx ” in’ n « m? in’ m 

v •• v t: t •• • • • • : t: - t * •• * 



22 * NUMBERS [, 2 - 22 ] 


MEN APPOINTED TO EXPLORE 
CANAAN 

the children of Israel camped in the 
wilderness of Paran. And the Lord spoke 


to Moses, saying, "Send men to spy out 
the land of Canaan, [i] which I am giv¬ 
ing to the Children of Israel. Send one 
man from every tribe, every one a prince 
among them.” 


[i] sending the spies: Why did God tell Moses to send spies who, 
He knew, would bring back a false report? The Rabbis declared that 
the Israelites had demanded that spies be sent to Canaan. They said 
to Moses, “Let us send men to search out the land, to see whether 
the land is good.” 

When Moses spoke of this to God, He answered, “These are 
people of little faith! Were I to forbid them to send scouts, they would 
say it is because the land is not good! Therefore, Moses, choose 
twelve men to spy out Canaan, although this people is not ready to 
inherit the land.” 
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And Moses sent twelve men, all of 
them heads of the Children of Israel. 
And Moses said to them, “Go up into 
the Negev and into the mountains; and 
see what the land is like, and the people 
who live there: are they strong or weak 1 ? 
Are they few or many? And see what 
the land is like; is it good or bad? And 
the kind of cities in which they live: 
are they open camps or fortified cities? 
Is the land fat or lean, wooded or not? 
And do your best to bring of the fruit 
of the land.” [2] The season was that 
of the first ripe grapes. 

So they went up and scouted the land, 
from the wilderness of Zin to Rehob. 
And they went into the Negev and 
came to Hebron. And they came to the 
valley of Eshcol, and cut a branch there 
with only one cluster of grapes, and they 
had to carry it upon a pole between two 
men. They also took some pomegranates 
and some figs. 

They returned from scouting the land 


at the end of forty days. And they came 
to Moses and to Aaron and to all the 
congregation of Israel, in the wilderness 
of Paran at Kadesh, and showed them 
the fruit of the land. And they said, “We 
came to the land to which you sent us, 
and surely it flows with milk and honey; 
and this is its fruit. However, the people 
that live in the land are fierce, and the 
cities are fortified and very great; and 
besides, we saw the children of Anak 
[giants] there.” 

And Caleb, the head of the tribe of 
Judah, silenced them and said, “We 
should go up at once and possess it, for 
we can certainly overcome it.” 

But the men who had gone up with 
him said, “We are not able to go up 
against the people, for they are stronger 
than we.” And they spread an evil report 
about the land which they had explored, 
saying, “The land through which we 
have passed is a land that devours its 
inhabitants; and all the people we saw 


*+§ [2] the instruction of moses: Moses instructed the spies: “Surely 

God will protect you, but do not bring upon yourselves needless 
danger. When you come to a city, do not slink in, but walk in and 
say that you wish to buy grapes and pomegranates. 

“Observe the people carefully. If you find them dwelling in open 
cities, know that they are mighty warriors, for they depend upon 
their own strength, and have no fear. If, however, they live in fortified 
cities, they are weak and need the protection of walls. 

“Bring of the fruit of the land, that our people may see it with 
their own eyes, and judge it.” 
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are men of great stature. And there we 
saw the Nephilim, the sons of Anak, and 
we seemed to ourselves as grasshop¬ 
pers, [3] and looked the same to them.” 

Then all the congregation lifted up 
their voices and cried; and the people 
wept that night. [4] And all the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel murmured against Moses 
and against Aaron; and they said, 
“Would that we had died in the land of 
Egypt! Or would we had died in this 
wilderness! Why does the Lord bring 
us to this land to fall by the sword? Our 


wives and our little ones will be a prey; 
would it not be better for us to return 
into Egypt?” And they said to one an¬ 
other, “Let us choose a captain and re¬ 
turn to Egypt!” 

Then Joshua and Caleb, who were 
among those that had spied out the land, 
tore their clothes. And they said to all 
the congregation of the Children of 
Israel, “The land which we explored is 
a very good land, a land flowing with 
milk and honey. If the Lord is pleased 
with us, He will bring us into this land 


[3] we were as grasshoppers: Why did the spies return with an 
unfavorable report? They had carried back the largest, most luscious 
fruit any of them had ever seen, and God had promised them Ca¬ 
naan, a green and fertile land. 

The answer is simply that they were afraid. Although Joshua was 
to conquer them in forty years, the inhabitants were many and 
strong, and their appearance was frightening to the timid ex-slaves. 

The spies did not doubt the beauty or the fertility of the land; 
they doubted themselves, and the Hebrew people. Therefore, they 
made the Canaanites seem even bigger and fiercer than they were. 


[4] a night of tears: The spies tried various tactics. They went to 
their tents, put on sackcloth and began to weep bitterly. When their 
children asked why they were mourning, each gave the answer, “Woe 
is me, my children! Know that we are all doomed to be slain by the 
Canaanites. And only by reason of Moses’ obstinacy!” 

At these words, all the household began to wail. The neighbors 
came, and heard what the spy had said. Soon, “all the congregation 
lifted up their voices and cried; and the people wept that night.” 

In the morning they demanded of Moses, “Let us choose a captain 
and return to Egypt.” 
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and give it to us. Only do not rebel 
against the Lord, nor fear the people of 
the land; for they are bread for us. Their 
shadow has departed from them, [5] 
and the Lord is with us. Fear them not!” 

But the whole congregation was ready 
to stone them, when the glory of the 
Lord appeared to all the Children of 
Israel in the Tent of Meeting. 

And the Lord said to Moses, “How 
long will this people despise Me? And 
how long will they not believe in Me 
despite all the wonders which I have 
worked among them? I will smite them 
with pestilence and destroy them, but 1 
will make of you a nation greater and 
mightier than they.” 


And Moses said to the Lord, “When 
the Egyptians shall hear that Thou shall 
kill this people as one man, they will say: 
Because the Lord was not able to bring 
this people into the land which He 
promised them, therefore He has slain 
them in the wilderness. Now show Thv 
greatness, for Thou hast said: The Lord 
is slow to anger and full of lovingkind- 
ness, forgiving sins and wrongdoing. 
Pardon, I pray Thee, the sin of this 
people according to the greatness of Thy 
lovingkindness, as Thou hast forgiven 
this people since Thou didst bring them 
out of Egypt until now.” 

And the Lord said, “I have pardoned 
as you ask. But as surely as I live, and 


[5] their defense has departed: Jewish teaching has always 
stressed that Jews are not the only righteous. Noah is an outstanding 
example of a righteous non-Jew, and Job, the suffering servant of 
God, another. 

Our Sages maintained that Job dwelt in Canaan, and that the 
spies were ordered to inquire if he was still alive. If not, the Israelites 
need not fear the Canaanites, as there was not among them one pious 
man whose merits might shield them. When the spies reached the 
land, they found that Job had just died, and there was no longer a 
righteous man to protect Canaan. 

This echoes the Talmudic tale of the travelers who came to a town 
and asked for the neture karta, the “protectors of the city.” When they 
were taken to the armed watchmen, the travelers said, “This is not 
what we mean.” At length they were shown the teachers and the 
children studying Torah. “These are the protectors of the city,” the 
visitors said. “Unless the Lord guard the city, the watchman wakes 
but in vain” (Psalms 127:1). 
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as the whole earth shall be filled with 
the glory of the Lord, those men who 
have seen My glory and My wonders 
which I performed in Egypt and in the 
wilderness, and yet have not listened to 
Me, surely they shall not see the land 
which I promised to their fathers. All of 
you from twenty years up, you who have 
muttered against Me, surely you shall 
not enter the land in which I promised 
to settle you, except Caleb and Joshua. 

“But your little ones, that you said 
would become prey, I will bring in, and 
they shall know the land which you 
have rejected. But as for you, your car¬ 
casses shall fall in this wilderness; and 
your children shall be wanderers in the 
wilderness for forty years.” 

And Moses told this to all the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel, and the people mourned 
greatly. 

And the men whom Moses had sent 


to spy out the land, and who had spread 
an evil report, died by the plague. But 
Joshua and Caleb remained alive. 

FRINGES 

the lord spoke to Moses, saying, 
“Speak to the Children of Israel, and 
bid them to make fringes [6] on the 
corners of their garments throughout 
their generations, and they shall put a 
thread of blue [7] in the fringe at each 
corner. 

“When you look at it you will remem- 
ber all the commandments of the Lord 
and do them, and will not go astray by 
following the inclinations of your heart 
and your eyes. Thus may you remember 
and carry out all My commandments, 
and be holy to your God. I am the Lord 
your God, who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt to be your God; I am the 
Lord your God.” 


[6 ] fringes and slavery: What has Egypt to do with the fringes on 
garments? And why should fringes be worn? 

Long garments with fringes, especially in the costly blue dye, were 
the garb of free men. Slaves wore short robes without ornaments that 
might interfere with their work. 

When the Hebrews stood before God, they would stand as free 
men. 


[7] thread of blue: There is no longer a blue thread among the 
fringes of the Talit. The blue dye, which was derived from a mollusk 
found near the coast of Phoenicia, was rare and costly. The Rabbis 
agreed, therefore, that white wool thread alone would suffice. 
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KORAH S REBELLION 

now korah, [8 ] of the tribe of Levi, 
with Dathan and Abiram and On, of 
the tribe of Reuben, [9] became rebel¬ 
lious, and they took with them two hun¬ 
dred and fifty men, leaders of the 
congregation. They assembled them¬ 
selves together against Moses and against 
Aaron, and said to them, “You take too 
much authority! All the congregation are 
holy, [10] since the Lord is among them. 
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Why do you raise yourselves above the 
assembly of the Lord?” 

When Moses heard this he bowed 
low. [ 11J And he said to Korah and to 
all his company, “Hear, you sons of 
Levi: is it a small thing that the God of 
Israel has singled you out from the com¬ 
munity of Israel, to do the service at the 
Tabernacle of the Lord, to stand before 
the congregation and minister to them, 
that you should seek priesthood also? 
For this you and all your company have 


[8] korah: “And Korah took . . The Hebrew text does not im¬ 
mediately specify what Korah took. The Midrash Tanhuma said 
that he took himself and separated himself from the congregation. In 
fact, the ancient Aramaic translation of the text renders the first 
words as, “And Korah separated himself.” 

[9] reuben: Why was the tribe of Reuben, and no other, implicated 
with Levi? They were encamped next to the tribe of Levi, and thus 
were influenced by them. As Rashi says (Numbers 16:1), “Woe to 
the wicked, woe to his neighbor.” 

10] all are holy: Korah, like all who rebel with no cause, con¬ 
tradicts himself. First he maintains that Israel needs no leaders, since 
all Israel is holy and God is among them. Then we discover that 
Korah and his Levite followers wish to replace Aaron and the Ko- 
hanim in the Tabernacle worship. In effect, they say they wish no 
leaders but themselves. 

^5 ["] moses bowed low: Why did Moses seem to give up when faced 

with Korah’s rebellion? Moses had pleaded for the rebellious Hebrews 
three times before, but now he felt himself powerless. 

This may be compared to the story of a prince who disobeyed his 
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gathered together against the Lord? And 
what has Aaron done that you should 
grumble against him?” 

And Moses sent for Dathan and Abi- 
ram, but they said, “We will not go 
up! [12] Is it not enough that you have 
brought us up out of a land flowing with 
milk and honey to kill us in the wilder¬ 
ness, but must you also make yourself a 
ruler over us? Moreover, you have not 
brought us into a land flowing with milk 
and honey, nor given us an inheritance 
of fields and vineyards. Are you trying 
to deceive these men? We will not 
come up!” 

And Moses was angered, and said to 
the Lord, “Do not accept their offering. 
I have not taken a single donkey from 
them, neither have I done harm to any 
of them.” 

Korah assembled the whole congrega¬ 
tion against Moses and Aaron at the 
door of the Tent of Meeting, and the 
glory of the Lord appeared. 


And the Lord spoke to Moses and 
Aaron, saying, “Separate yourselves from 
this congregation that I may destroy 
them immediately!” 

Then they fell upon their faces and 
said, “O God, the God of the spirits of 
all flesh, if one man sins, wilt Thou be 
angry with all the congregation?” 

And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, 
“Speak to the congregation, saying: 
Withdraw from the dwelling of Korah, 
Dathan, and Abiram!” 

And Moses arose and went to Dathan 
and Abiram, and the elders of Israel 
followed him. And he spoke to the con¬ 
gregation, saying, “Depart, I pray you, 
from the tents of these wicked men and 
touch nothing of theirs, lest you be swept 
away because of their sins.” 

So they left the dwellings of Korah, 
Dathan and Abiram. 

And Moses said, “By this shall you 
know that the Lord has sent me to do 
all these deeds, and that I have not done 


father. A friend had pleaded with the angry king to forgive his 
son. Three times the king heeded the friend, but when the prince 
offended the fourth time, the friend felt himself powerless. 

•*§ [ 12] we will not go up: Moses asked Dathan and Abiram to come 

to him that they might discuss the situation. The two rebels took his 
request as a formal summons and replied, “We will not go up.” They 
did not recognize him as their leader. 

Moses was hurt that they would not so much as talk with him, 
so he himself went to them. 
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them of my own mind. If these men die 
as all men die, and suffer the fate of all 
men, then the Lord has not sent me. 
But if the Lord does something unheard- 
of, and the ground opens its mouth and 
swallows them up with all they possess, 
and they go down alive into the pit, 
then you shall know that these men 
despised the Lord.” 

As he finished saying these words, the 
ground under them split open. And the 
earth opened its mouth and swallow ed 
them, with all the men who followed 
Korah, and all their goods. And the earth 
closed upon them, and they perished 
from the community. 

And all Israel that were round about 
them fled, for they said, “The earth 
might swallow us!” 

aaron’s rod blossoms 

but on the next day the whole congre¬ 
gation of the Children of Israel grum- 


173 

bled against Moses and against Aaron, 
saying, “It is you who have slain the 
people of the Lord!” [13] 

When the congregation assembled 
against Moses and Aaron, they looked 
toward the Tent of Meeting, and there 
was the cloud covering it, and the glory 
of the Lord appeared. 

And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, 
“Speak to the Children of Israel, and 
take a rod from each tribe, twelve rods 
in all. And you shall write every man’s 
name upon his rod, and Aaron’s name 
upon the rod of Levi. And you shall 
place them in the Tent of Meeting be¬ 
fore the Ark, where I meet with you. 
And the rod of the man whom I choose 
shall blossom; [14] and thus will I stop 
the grumbling of the Children of Israel.” 

Moses spoke to the Children of Israel, 
and they gave him one rod for every one 
of their princes of their tribes, twelve 
rods in all; and Aaron’s rod was among 
theirs. 


[13] you have slain: “Moses and Aaron asked God to punish Korah 
and his followers because they felt personally insulted,” the people 
said. They did not recognize that Korah’s rebellion had threatened 
the whole structure of the Israelites, as well as their role as bearers 
of the Torah. If Korah had prevailed, Israel would have become 
obscure desert tribes with no purpose. 

[14] his rod shall blossom: The tribe whose rod blossoms will 
have within it the seed for the future flowering and fruit-bearing of 
all the people. 
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And Moses placed the rods before 
the Lord in the Tent of Meeting. 

On the next day, when Moses entered 
the Tent, he found that the rod of 
Aaron for the tribe of Levi had budded, 
and bloomed blossoms, and bore ripe 
almonds. [15] 

And Moses brought out all the rods 
from before the Lord to the Children of 
Israel; and they looked, and each man 
took his rod. 

And the Lord said to Moses, “Put 
back the rod of Aaron before the Ark, 
to keep there as a sign for the rebellious 
men, that there may be made an end of 
their grumbling against Me, that they 
may not die/’ 

And Moses did just as the Lord com¬ 
manded him. 

MOSES STRIKES THE ROCK 

the people camped in Kadesh; and 
Miriam died there and was buried there. 

And there was no water for the con¬ 
gregation, and they assembled against 
Moses and against Aaron. And the peo¬ 
ple quarreled with Moses, saying, “Why 


have you brought the congregation of 
the Lord into this wilderness to die, we 
and our cattle? Why have you made us 
come up out of Egypt to this evil place? 
There is no grain, nor figs, nor vines, 
nor pomegranates; there is not even 
water to drink!” 

And Moses and Aaron went from 
the congregation to the door of the Tent 
of Meeting, and fell upon their faces; 
and the glory of the Lord appeared to 
them. 

And the Lord said to Moses, “Take 
the rod and assemble the congregation, 
you and Aaron your brother. Speak to 
the rock in the presence of all the con¬ 
gregation, so that it will give forth 
water; and you shall bring forth water 
out of the rock, so you shall give drink 
to the congregation and their cattle.” 

And Moses took the rod from its place 
before the Lord. Then Moses and Aaron 
assembled the congregation before the 
rock, and he said, “Hear, you rebels! 
Shall we bring water for you out of the 
rock?” 

And Moses lifted up his hand and 
struck the rock with his rod twice; and 


[15] why almonds? The almond tree is the first to blossom and 
mature in the land of Israel. All the other trees soon follow. This 
indicates that Aaron and the Levites were not favored over the rest of 
the Israelites. They will merely lead the way, the others will follow 
them and attain the same spiritual level. 
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water gushed out, and the congregation 
and their cattle drank. 

And the Lord said to Moses and 
Aaron, “Because you did not believe in 
Me enough to sanctify Me in the eyes 
of the Children of Israel, therefore you 
shall not bring this congregation into 
the land which I have given them.” 

These are the Waters of Meribah: 
that is, the place where the Children of 
Israel quarreled with the Lord. 

ON THE BORDERS OF EDOM 

then moses sent messengers from Ka- 
desh to the king of Edom: “Thus says 
your brother Israel: You know all the 
hardship that has befallen us; how our 
fathers went down into Egypt, and we 
dwelt there a long time; and the Egyp¬ 
tians treated us badly. And when we 
cried to the Lord, He heard our voice, 
and sent an angel, and brought us forth 
out of Egypt. Behold, we are in Kadesh, 
a city on your border. Let us pass, we 
pray you, through your land. We will 
not pass through field or through vine¬ 
yard, neither will we drink the water of 
your wells. We will go along the king’s 
highway, turning neither to the right 
nor to the left, until we have passed 
your border.” 

And Edom said to him, “You shall not 
pass through me, or I will come out with 
the sword against you.” 
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And the Children of Israel said to 
him, “We will go up only by the high¬ 
way; and if we drink of your water, we 
and our cattle, we will pay for it. Only 
let us pass through on foot; there is no 
harm in it.” 

But he said, “You shall not pass 
through.” And Edom came out against 
them with many people and with a 
strong hand. 

Thus Edom refused to give Israel 
passage through his border. Therefore 
Israel turned aside. 

AARON DIES AT MOUNT HOR 

they journeyed from Kadesh, and the 
whole congregation of Israel came to 
Mount Hor. And the Lord spoke to 
Moses and Aaron at Mount Hor, near 
the border of the land of Edom, saying, 
“Aaron shall be gathered to his people, 
for he shall not enter into the land which 
I have given to the Children of Israel, 
because you rebelled against My word 
at the Waters of Meribah. Take Aaron 
and Eleazar, his son, and bring them up 
to Mount Hor. And strip Aaron of his 
robes, and put them on Eleazar, his son; 
and Aaron shall be oathered to his 

O 

people and shall die there.” 

Then Moses did as the Lord com¬ 
manded, and they ascended Mount Hor 
before the eyes of the whole community. 
Moses stripped Aaron of his robes and 
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put them on Eleazar, his son; and Aaron 
died there on the top of the mountain, 
and Moses and Eleazar came down from 
the mountain. 

And when all the congregation saw 
that Aaron was dead, the whole house 
of Israel wept for Aaron thirty days. [16] 


THE WARS AGAINST SIHON AND OG 

then Israel sent messengers to Sihon, 
king of the Amorites, [17] saying, “Let 
me pass through your land; we will not 
turn aside into field or into vineyard; wc 
will not drink the water of your wells. 


[16] the whole house of Israel wept: It is written that when 
Moses died, “the Children of Israel wept for Moses.” At Aaron’s 
death, however, “the whole house wept.” 

This shows, said our Sages, that only part of the people mourned 
for Moses, whereas all wept for Aaron. Aaron was the peacemaker. 
When he saw two people quarreling, he spoke to each separately, 
saying, “You do not know how the man you quarreled with regrets 
his action!” As a result, when the quarrelers met, they greeted each 
other as friends. 

When Aaron heard that someone was transgressing God’s precepts, 
he went out of his way to see him often. He greeted him cordially, and 
talked to him as a friend. His kindliness led many evildoers to change 
their ways; for if such a one was tempted to sin, he would think to 
himself, “If I do this, how will I be able to talk with my friend Aaron 
and not blush with shame?” 

Many marriages were saved by Aaron. If he heard of discord be¬ 
tween husband and wife, Aaron talked with each alone, and made 
peace between them. The Israelites so revered him that no less than 
eighty thousand boys bore the name Aaron, in honor of the High 
Priest who valued peace above all else. He was known not only as 
Ohev Shalom (Lover of Peace), but also as Rodef Shalom (Pursuer 
of Peace). 

But Moses was leader and lawgiver. It was he who forced the 
Children of Israel to change their lives, to forgo the fleshpots of 
Egypt, and to learn to live as a free people. He was the one who 
judged the guilty; and in so doing he made enemies. 
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We will go by the king’s highway until 
we have passed your border.” 

But Sihon did not permit Israel to 
pass through his border. Sihon gathered 
all his forces together and went out 
against Israel into the wilderness. And 
Israel smote him with the edge of the 
sword, and possessed his land from the 
Arnon to the Jabbok. 

And they turned and went up by the 
way of Bashan; and Og, the king of 
Bashan, went out against them, he and 
all his people, to battle at Edrei. 

Og, the king of Bashan, was the only 


one who remained of the Rephaim, the 
giants; behold, his bedstead was of iron, 
nine cubits long and four cubits wide! 

And the Lord said to Moses, “Do not 
be afraid of him, for I have delivered 
him and all his people and all his land 
into your hand. You will do to him as 
you did to Sihon, king of the Amorites.” 

So the Children of Israel smote Og 
and his sons and all his people, and they 
possessed his land. 

And the Children of Israel journeyed, 
and camped in the plains of Moab on 
the other side of the Jordan, near Jericho. 


[ 17] messengers of peace: At first God said to Moses, “I have given 
in your hand Sihon, the Amorite, and his land. Begin the conquest.” 

Moses, however, sent messengers of peace to Sihon, saying, “Let 
me pass through your land; we shall not turn aside.” 

God was pleased at this. “Though I told you to start the war im¬ 
mediately, you sent messengers of peace to Sihon. I will affirm your 
action in law. Therefore, write in the Torah: When you draw near 
a city to fight against it, you first shall offer it peace” (Deuteronomy 
20:10). 

This law had to be observed even toward the Canaanite nations 
whom God had commanded to be utterly destroyed. Our Sages say 
that Joshua wrote to all the inhabitants of Canaan, “Whosoever 
would migrate from here to another country, let him do so. Whoso¬ 
ever would make peace with us, with him we shall make peace. And 
whosoever would war on us, let him know that we are ready.” 

The Girgashites chose to leave Canaan, and God gave them in 
exchange a land as good. The Gibeonites offered peace, and the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel did not smite them. The other thirty-one kings of 
Canaan made war against Israel and were destroyed. 
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BALAAM 

balak, the king of Moab, saw all that 
Israel had done to the Amorites. And 
Moab was in great fear of the Israelites 
because they were many. And Moab said 
to the elders of Midian, “Now this mul 
titude will lick clean all that is round 
about us, as the ox licks up the grass of 
the field.” 


So Balak sent messengers to Ba¬ 
laam, [1] the son of Beor, at Pethor, by 
the Euphrates River, to call him, saying, 
“Behold, there is a people who have 
come out of Egypt! They cover the face 
of the earth and they are settled op¬ 
posite me. Now come and curse this 
people for me, for they are too mighty 
for me. Perhaps I may be able to defeat 
them and drive them out of the land; 


[1] Balaam, a heathen prophet: All humanity are God’s children, 
and God has sent sages and prophets to all the nations. 

Balaam was one of the pagan prophets, as were Job and Jethro. All 
were descendants of Abraham’s brother, Nahor. 

The Prophets of Israel felt compassion for all nations. Jeremiah 
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for I know that he whom you bless is 
blessed, and he whom you curse is 
cursed.” 

And the elders of Moab and of Mid- 
ian departed, and came to Balaam and 
spoke to him the words of Balak. And he 
said to them, “Lodge here tonight, and 
I will give you an answer, as the Lord 
may speak to me.” [2] So the princes 
of Moab stayed with Balaam. 

And God came to Balaam and said, 
“Who are these men with you?” 

And Balaam said to God, “Balak, king 
of Moab, has sent them to me, saying: 
Behold, the people that has come out 


of Egypt cover the face of the earth. 
Come now and curse them for me; per¬ 
haps I shall be able to fight against them 
and shall drive them out.” 

And God said to Balaam, “You shall 
not go with them; you shall not curse the 
people; for they are blessed.” 

So Balaam rose in the morning and 
said to the princes of Balak, “Go back to 
your land, [3] for the Lord bade me not 
to go with you.” 

Then the princes of Moab left, and 
came to Balak and said, “Balaam refuses 
to come with us.” 

And Balak sent princes again, more 


said, “Therefore, I will wail for Moab; yea, I will cry out for all 
Moab” (48:31). 

Ezekiel prophesied, “And you, son of man, take up a lamentation 
for Tyre” (27:2). 

Balaam, however, was willing to curse a whole nation for his own 
gain. 

<*§ [2] the lord may speak to me: When the messengers came to 

Balaam, he was eager to accompany them, for he hoped to be richly 
rewarded. But God revealed Himself to him in a dream and said, 
“Do not go with them!” 

“May I curse the Israelites from here?” Balaam inquired. 

“You shall not curse them from here,” God replied. 

To curry favor with God, Balaam then asked, “Shall I bless them?” 

“They need neither your honey nor your sting,” was the reply. 

[3] go back to your land: Balaam did not tell the messengers that 
God had forbidden him to curse Israel. He reported only, “the Lord 
bade me not to go with you.” Balak assumed that Balaam would not 
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in number and more distinguished than 
the others. And they came to Balaam 
and said, “Thus said Balak: Do not 
refuse to come to me, for I will reward 
you with very great honor, and whatever 
you say to me I will do; come and curse 
this people for me." 

But Balaam answered, “If Balak 
would give me his house filled with sil- 
ver and gold, I could not go against the 
word of the Lord, my God. But stay here 
this night, that I may know what else 
the Lord will speak to me." 

And God came to Balaam at night and 
said, “If the men have come to call you, 
arise and go with them; but only the 
word which I speak to you shall you do." 

Balaam’s donkey 

so Balaam rose in the morning and 
saddled his donkey, and went with the 
princes of Moab. And God’s anger was 


NUMBERS 22:15-27 

aroused because he went; and the angel 
of the Lord placed himself on the road 
to obstruct him. He rode on his donkey, 
and his two servants were with him. 

Then the donkey saw the angel of 
the Lord standing on the road, with his 
drawn sword in his hand. And the 
donkey turned aside and went into the 
field; and Balaam struck the donkey to 
turn her back to the road. 

Then the angel of the Lord stood in 
a narrow path between the vineyards. 
And the donkey saw the angel of the 
Lord and she pressed herself against the 
wall, and thrust Balaam’s foot against 
the wall. And Balaam struck hex again. 

The angel of the Lord went further, 
and stood in a narrow place where there 
was no room to turn either right or left. 
When the donkey saw the angel of the 
Lord, she lay down under Balaam; and 
Balaam’s anger was kindled and he 
struck the donkey with his staff. 


accompany the messengers because they were not important enough, 
so he sent men of higher rank. To these, also, Balaam declared that 
he could not defy the Lord; yet he did not impart the full truth. The 
messengers gathered that he desired a greater reward. Balaam revealed 
his greed when he mentioned a house filled with silver. 

In the night, God spoke once more to Balaam, “You wish to go to 
Moab because you expect to be rewarded. Go then, but speak only 
the words I say." 

Man has free will. Our Sages say, “God permits man to go upon 
the road he chooses to travel." 
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Then the Lord opened the mouth of 
the donkey and she said to Balaam, 
“What have I done to you that you have 
beaten me three times?” 

And Balaam said to the donkey, “Be¬ 
cause you have mocked me! If I had a 
sword in my hand now, I would kill 

in 

you! 

✓ 

And the donkey said to Balaam, “Am 
I not vour donkey upon which you have 
ridden all your life long until this dav? 
Was I disposed to act this way to you?” 
And Balaam said, “No.” 

Then the Lord opened Balaam’s eyes, 
and he saw the angel of the Lord stand¬ 
ing in the way, with his drawn sword 
in his hand; and he bowed his head and 
fell on his face. 

And the angel of the Lord said to him, 
“Why have you struck your donkey 
three times? It was I who obstructed 
the road; and the donkey saw me and 
turned aside before me these three times. 
If she had not turned aside from me, I 
would have killed you but let her live.” 

And Balaam said to the angel of the 
Lord, “I have sinned; for I did not know 
that you stood in the way against me. 
Now, if it displeases you, I will go back.” 

But the angel of the Lord said to 
Balaam, “Go with the men; but onlv 
the word that I say to you shall you 
speak.” 

So Balaam went with the princes of 
Balak. 


BALAAM BLESSES THE CHILDREN 

OF ISRAEL 

when balak heard that Balaam had 
come, he went out to meet him. And 
Balak said to Balaam, “Did I not send 
for you urgently? Why did you not 
come to me? Did you think I am not 
able to honor you?” 

And Balaam said, “See, I have come 
to you; but do I have power to speak 
anything? Only the word that God puts 
in my mouth shall I speak.” 

The next morning Balak took Balaam, 
and brought him up into Bamoth-baal, 
and from there he saw the border of 
the people [Israel]. And Balaam said to 
Balak, “Build me seven altars here, and 
prepare for me seven bullocks and seven 
rams.” 

And Balak did as Balaam said; and 
Balak and Balaam offered on each altar 
a bullock and a ram. Then Balaam said 
to Balak, “Stand here by your burnt- 
offering and I will go; perhaps the Lord 
will meet me, and whatever He reveals 
to me I will tell you.” 

So he went alone. And God met Ba¬ 
laam, and put a message in his mouth 
and said, “Return to Balak and thus you 
shall speak.” 

And Balaam returned and found 
Balak standing by his burnt-offering, 
with all the princes of Moab. And 
Balaam took up his message and said: 
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“From Aram Balak brings me, 

The king of Moab, from the 
mountains of the East: 

Come, curse Jacob for me, 

Come, speak Israel’s doom. 

“How shall I curse whom God has 
not cursed? 

How can I doom whom the Lord 
has not doomed? 

From the top of the rocks I see him, 

From the hills I behold him. 

Behold, it is a people that 
dwell apart, 

Not to be reckoned among the 
nations. 

“Who can count the dust of Jacob, 

Or number the stock of Israel? 

May I die the death of the 
righteous, 

And may my end be like his!” 

And Balak said to Balaam, “What 
have you done to me? I brought you to 
curse my enemies, but you have blessed 
them!” 

And Balaam answered, “Must I not 
take heed, to speak what the Lord puts 
in my mouth?” 

Then Balak said to him, “Come with 
me to another place from which you 
may see only part of them, and curse 
them for me from there.” And he took 
him to the summit of Sedeh-zophim, 


and built there seven altars, and offered 
up a bullock and a ram on every altar. 
Then Balaam said, “Stand here by your 
burnt-offering, while I go to meet Him 
yonder.” 

And the Lord met Balaam and put a 
message in his mouth, and said, “Return 
to Balak and thus you shall speak.” So 
he returned to Balak, who stood by his 
burnt-offering with the princes of Moab. 
And Balaam said: 

“Arise, Balak, and hear! 

Give ear to me, son of Zippor: 

God is not a man, that 
He should lie, 

Nor a human being, that He should 
change His mind. 

What He has said, will He not do? 

And when He has spoken, will He 
not fulfill? 

“Behold, I am bidden to bless, 

And when He has blessed, I cannot 
reverse it. 

No one has seen iniquity in Jacob, 

Neither has any one seen evil in 
Israel. 

The Lord his God is with him, 

And the acclaim of the King is 
among them.” 

Then Balak said to Balaam, “Neither 
curse them nor bless them.” But Balaam 
answered and said, “Did I not say to 
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you: All that the Lord speaks, that I 
must do?” 

And Balak said to Balaam, “Come 
now, I will take you to another place; 
perhaps it will please God if you curse 
them for me from there.” 

And Balak took Balaam to the sum¬ 
mit of Peor, that overlooks the wilder¬ 
ness. And Balaam said to Balak, “Build 
me seven altars here, and prepare for 
me seven bullocks and seven rams.” So 
Balak did as Balaam said, and offered 
up a bullock and a ram on every altar. 

When Balaam saw that it pleased the 
Lord to bless Israel, he turned his face 
toward the wilderness. And he saw 
Israel encamped tribe by tribe; and the 
spirit of God came upon him. And he 
lifted his voice, and said: 

“The saying of Balaam, the son of 
Beor, 

The saying of the man whose eye 
is opened, 


■83 

The saying of one who hears the 
words of God, 

Who sees the vision of the 
Almighty, 

Prostrate, yet with opened eyes: 
How goodly are your tents, 

O Jacob, 

Your dwellings, O Israel! [4] 

“As valleys stretched out, 

As gardens by the riverside, 

As aloes planted by the Lord, 

As cedars beside the water; 

Water shall flow from his branches, 
And his seed shall be in many 
waters. 

“He crouched, he lay down as a lion, 
And as a lioness; who shall rouse 
him? 

Blessed be those who bless you, 
Cursed be those who curse you!” 

Now Balak’s anger blazed against 


[4] Balaam's dlessing: Balaam had intended to curse the Israelites, 
but when he saw their encampment stretched in orderly rows before 
him, the spirit of God came upon him, and he raised his voice in 
blessing. 

So the Rabbis interpret Balaam’s words, “your tents, O Jacob,” to 
mean the synagogues; “your dwellings, O Israel,” the houses of study. 
From this we learn that when Israel lives in peace, studying God’s 
Torah and living by His teaching, even the greedy prophet must 
stand and praise. 
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Balaam, and he struck his fists together; 
and he said to Balaam, “I called you to 
curse my enemies, and you have blessed 
them three times. Therefore flee to your 
home! I had planned to honor you 
greatly, but the Lord has kept you back 
from honor.” 

And Balaam said to Balak, “Did I not 
tell your messengers whom you sent to 
me: If Balak were to give me his house 
full of silver and gold, I could not go be¬ 
yond the word of the Lord to do either 
good or bad of my own mind. What the 
Lord speaks, that will I speak. And now, 
as I return to my people, let me tell you 
what this people will do to your people 
in days to come: 


“I see them, but not as of now; 

I behold them, but not in the near 
future; 

A star shall step forth out of Jacob, 

And a sceptre shall rise out of Israel, 

And shall strike through the brow 
of Moab, 

And break down all the sons 
of Seth. 

And Edom shall become a 
possession, 

But Israel will do valiantly, 

And Jacob shall conquer his 
enemies.” 

Then Balaam arose and . returned 
home. [5] And Balak also went his way. 


[5] Balaam's advice: Before Balaam returned to his home, the kings 
asked him how Israel could be destroyed. 

Balaam answered, “Go to their synagogues. If you hear children’s 
voices studying the Torah, you cannot destroy Israel. If the voices 
are silent, you may. 

“For their patriarch Isaac said: ‘The voice is the voice of Jacob, 
but the hands are the hands of Esau’ ” (Genesis 27:22). This means 
that so long as the sound of learning (the voice of Jacob) is heard, 
those who wish to destroy Israel (the hands of Esau) shall not suc¬ 
ceed. Israel will perish when her children cease to study. 
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THE CENSUS AT THE END OF 
FORTY YEARS 

and the lord spoke to Moses and to 
Eleazar, the son of Aaron, saying, “Take 
a census of the whole congregation of 
Israel from twenty years old and upward, 
tribe by tribe, all who are able to go 
forth to war.” 

And the Children of Israel numbered 
six hundred and one thousand and seven 
hundred and thirty. But among them 
was not a man who was numbered by 
Moses and Aaron in the wilderness of 
Sinai. For the Lord had said of them, 


“They shall surely die in the wilder¬ 
ness.” So not one of them was left except 
Caleb, the son of Jephunneh, and 
Joshua, the son of Nun. 

And the Lord said to Moses, “The 
land shall be divided as an inheritance 
according to the number of names. To 
the greater you shall give the larger in¬ 
heritance, and to the fewer you shall 
give the lesser inheritance. The land 
shall be divided by lot; according to the 
names of the tribes of their fathers they 
shall inherit. So shall no inheritance 
pass from one tribe to another; for the 
Children of Israel shall keep each the 
inheritance of his own tribe.” 
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DAUGHTERS, TOO, MAY INHERIT 

the daughters of Zelophehad, [i] 
of the families of Manasseh, drew near; 
and these are their names: Mahlah, 
Noah, Hoglah, Milcah, and Tirzah. 

And they stood before Moses and be¬ 
fore Eleazar the priest, and before the 
princes and all the congregation, at the 
door of the Tent of Meeting, and said, 
“Our father died in the wilderness, and 
he was not among those who gathered 
against the Lord; and he had no sons. 
Why should the name of our father be 
done away with in his own family just 
because he had no sons? Give us a pos¬ 
session among our father’s brethren.” 

Moses brought their cause before the 
Lord. And the Lord said, “The daugh¬ 
ters of Zelophehad speak rightly: you 
shall surely give them a possession of 
inheritance among their father’s brothers. 
And you shall speak to the Children of 


Israel, saying: If a man dies without a 
son, then his inheritance shall pass to 
his daughter. And if he has no daughter, 
then you shall give his inheritance to his 
brothers. And it shall be a statute to the 
Children of Israel, as the Lord com¬ 
manded Moses.’ ” 

a successor 

and the lord said to Moses, “Ascend 
this Mount Abarim [2] and behold the 
land which I have given to the Children 
of Israel. When you have seen it, you too 
shall be gathered to your people, as your 
brother Aaron was gathered.” 

And Moses spoke to the Lord, saying, 
“Let the Lord, the God of the spirits of 
all flesh, [3] appoint a man over the con¬ 
gregation who will lead them out and 
bring them in, so that the congregation 
of the Lord will not be as sheep without 
a shepherd.” 


^ [1] the daughters: From Israel’s beginning, women were cherished 

and valued. 

Protection of the daughter might come before the inheritance 
rights of the sons. If there was a son, married daughters received no 
share of an inheritance, but unmarried daughters received a portion. 
Provision for support of women was the first responsibility of the 
estate. If the property was small, the daughters received preference 
over the sons, who might get nothing. 


[2] ascend mount abarim: Why is Moses told in Numbers of his 
approaching death, although it does not occur until the end of Deu- 
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And the Lord said, “Take unto you 
Joshua, the son of Nun, a man of 
spirit, [4] and lay your hand upon him; 
and set him before Eleazar the priest, 
and before all the congregation, and 
commission him in their sight. And give 
him your authority, that all of the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel may obey. At his word 


shall they go out and at his word they 
shall come in, all the congregation.” 

And Moses did as the Lord com¬ 
manded him. He took Joshua, and set 
him before Eleazar the priest, and be¬ 
fore all the congregation. And he laid 
his hands upon him, [5] and charged 
him, as the Lord had spoken. 


teronomy? The Midrash says that Moses already knew, after he had 
struck the rock at Meribah, that he would not be allowed to enter 
the Promised Land. 

When God gave instructions on the dividing of the land among 
the tribes, He told Moses when he would die, so as not to raise false 
hopes within him. 

[3] god of the spirits of all flesh: Why does Moses use this un¬ 
usual form of address to God? The phrase appears here, and also 
in Numbers 16:22, in both cases with the same meaning—that of 
the multitudes of people on this earth, each is an individual with 
a soul of his own. 


[4] why joshua? After the daughters of Zelophehad left, Moses 
asked, “If even daughters may inherit, why cannot my son inherit 
the leadership, as the son of Aaron inherited the priesthood?” 

And God replied, “He that watches the fig tree shall eat its fruit. 
Your sons will not inherit your leadership because they concerned 
themselves not with the Torah. Joshua, however, served you with 
devotion and prepared himself for leadership. He has earned the 
right of succession.” 


[5] laid his hands upon him: God told Moses to lay his hand upon 
Joshua’s head, to signify that he is leader. So great was Moses’ con¬ 
cern for the man who was to succeed him, that he placed both his 
hands on Joshua’s head. 
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THE TWO AND A HALF TRIBES 

now the tribe of Reuben and the tribe 
of Gad had a very great multitude of 
cattle. And when they saw that the land 
of Jazer and the land of Gilead were a 
suitable place for cattle, they came and 
spoke to Moses, saying, “This land 
which the Lord has conquered for the 
congregation of Israel is a land for cattle, 
and your servants have cattle. If we have 
found favor in your sight, let this land 
be given to your servants as a possession; 
do not take us across the Jordan.” 

And Moses said to the children of 
Gad and of Reuben, “Shall your brothers 
go to war and you sit here?” 

And they came near him and said, 
“We will build sheepfolds here for our 
livestock, and cities for our little ones; 
but we ourselves will be armed and 
ready to go before the Children of Israel 
until we have brought them to their 
homes. We will not return to our own 
homes until the Children of Israel have 
each inherited his inheritance.” 

And Moses said, “If you will do this 
thing, if you will arm and go before 
the Lord into battle, and every armed 


man of you will cross the Jordan and 
fight until the land be subdued, then 
you will be clear before the Lord and 
before Israel, and this land shall be your 
possession. But if you will not do so, 
you will have sinned against the Lord, 
and be assured that your sin will find 
you out. So build your cities for your 
little ones and folds for your sheep, and 
keep your promise.” 

And Moses gave to the children of 
Gad and of Reuben, and to the half¬ 
tribe of Manasseh, the son of Joseph, 
the kingdom of Sihon, king of the Amo- 
rites, and the kingdom of Og, king of 
Bashan. 

CITIES OF REFUGE 

and the lord spoke to Moses, saying, 
“Speak to the Children of Israel, and say 
to them: When you cross the Jordan into 
the land of Canaan, you shall select 
cities to be cities of refuge [6] for you, 
so that a man who kills any person 
through error may flee there. These cities 
shall serve you as refuge from the 
avenger, that the slayer not die until he 
stand trial before the congregation. 


[6] cities of refuge: Why was Moses so interested in the cities of 
refuge? It is said that only he who has eaten a food knows its taste. 
Since Moses had unintentionally killed an Egyptian, he knew the 
feelings of a pursued man. 
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“There shall be six cities of refuge, 
three cities beyond the Jordan, and three 
cities in the land of Canaan. These six 
cities shall serve as a refuge for the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel, and for the stranger and 
for the settler among them, so that any¬ 
one who kills a person through error 
may flee there. 

“But if he struck him with an iron 
object, or with a stone, or with a weapon 
of wood so that he died, he is a mur¬ 
derer; the murderer shall be put to 
death. If he thrust him in hatred, or 
hurled something at him intentionally, 
or in enmity struck him with his hand 


so that he died, he is a murderer; he 
shall be put to death. 

“But if he pushed him inadvertently, 
without enmity, or threw something at 
him unintentionally, or let a stone fall 
without seeing him, and he was not his 
enemy nor sought his harm, then the 
community shall judge between the 
slayer and the avenger of blood accord¬ 
ing to these regulations. And the com¬ 
munity shall protect the manslayer from 
the avenger of blood; [7] and the com¬ 
munity shall return him to his city of 
refuge to which he had fled, and he 
shall dwell in it. 


[7] avenger of blood: Avenging the death of a relative, even if his 
slaying was accidental, was required by custom, and even by law, in 
many supposedly civilized countries until very recently. In Arab 
lands to this day, a man who causes another’s death, even by chance, 
is likely to be killed by the slain man’s relatives. Every kinsman of 
the dead person is held responsible until the death is avenged. 

Thousands of years ago our Scriptures legislated against senseless 
blood-letting, and forbade anyone to take the law into his own hands. 

The statute on this was strict: the slayer had to flee to a special city 
of refuge, wheic the relatives could not touch him until after a trial. 
The court sent for the accused and tried him. If found guilty of will¬ 
ful murder, he was condemned; if not guilty, he was freed, and the 
avengers could not touch him without penalty of the law. 

If the court decided that the slayer had killed unintentionally, he 
returned to the city of refuge, there to remain until the death of the 
High Priest. If he left it, the avengers could slay him without penalty. 

Every city and town posted the locations of the refuge cities and 
the way to reach them. 
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“But if the slayer ever goes beyond 
the bounds of his city of refuge to which 
he has fled, and the avenger of blood 
finds him outside and kills him, there 
shall be no blood-guilt for him. The 
slayer must remain in the city of refuge 
until the death of the High Priest. 

“The testimony of a single witness 
shall not suffice for a death sentence. 

“You shall accept no ransom for the 


life of a murderer who is guilty of mur¬ 
der; he shall surely be put to death. And 
you shall take no ransom in place of 
flight to the city of refuge. So you shall 
not pollute the land in which you are; 
for blood pollutes the land. And you 
shall not defile the land which you in¬ 
habit, in the midst of which I dwell; for 
I the Lord dwell in the midst of the 
Children of Israel." 
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TAKE HEED LEST YOU FORGET 

these are the words which Moses 
spoke to all Israel [i] beyond the Jordan. 
And it came to pass in the fortieth year, 
on the first day of the eleventh month, 
that Moses spoke to the Children of 
Israel all that the Lord had commanded 
him to say: 


"And now, O Israel, heed the statutes 
and the ordinances which I teach you, 
to do them, that you may live and enter 
and possess the land which the Lord, 
the God of your fathers, gives you. For 
you who cleave to the Lord your God, 
are alive every one of you this day. 

“I have taught you statutes and ordi¬ 
nances, as the Lord my God commanded 


[i] to all Israel: The phrase “all Israel” in this case has special 
meaning. Why were "all” specified? The Israelites had been called 
together to hear a long discourse of exhortation and reproof. All had 
to attend so that no one should say, “I was not there. I cannot be 
held responsible.” 


.m a n dd“? 3 □ ,a n wn 1 ?# "3 a , ;?3 r in onxi 








192. 


DEUTERONOMY 4:6-9 


me. Observe and do them; [2] for this 
is your wisdom in the sight of the peo¬ 
ples, who when they hear all these stat¬ 
utes shall say: Surely this great nation 
is a wise and understanding people. For 
what great nation is there that has God 
so near to them as the Lord our God is 
whenever we call upon Him? And what 


great nation is there that has statutes 
and ordinances as righteous as all this 
Torah [3] which I give to you this day? 

“Only take heed and watch most care¬ 
fully that you do not forget the things 
which your eyes saw, [4] but make them 
known to your children and your chil¬ 
dren’s children.” 


*•§ [2] observe and do them: Of all his subjects, only the Jews refused 

to worship Emperor Hadrian as a god. Therefore, he forbade the 
teaching of Judaism on pain of death. Nonetheless, Rabbi Akiba 
continued to teach the Torah. When his friend, Pappas, warned 
him of his peril, Akiba answered with a story. 

It seems that a fox passed a stream and saw that the fish were 
greatly agitated. “We are trying to evade the fishermen’s nets,” they 
explained. 

Said the wily fox, “Why not come up on dry land with me, and 
escape the fishermen?” 

“If we are not safe in the water, which is our natural habitat,” the 
fish replied, “how can we live on land?” 

Akiba concluded with, “If we are not safe when we study the 
Torah, how can Judaism survive if we stop?” 

[3] this torah: The Hebrew word “Torah” means “teaching” or 
“instruction.” It is sometimes translated as “Law,” a mistranslation 
which is unjust to the original. Torah comes from the root of the 
verb, “to aim at a target and hit it,” just as the word het (sin), comes 
from the root, “to aim at a target and miss it.” 

It was probably Philo, the Jewish sage of Alexandria of two 
thousand years ago, who used the term “Law” as translation for 
Torah. He meant to point out the logic of the Jewish religion as 
contrasted with Greek worship, in which there was neither order nor 
meaning. 
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, “And you shall love [6] the Lord your 

THE SH MA—HEAR, O ISRAEL ^ t • i n i i . t n 

Uod with all your heart and with all 

“hear, o Israel [5]— Sh’ma Yisrael— your soul [7] and with all your might. 

the Lord is our God, the Lord is One! And these words which I command you 


[4] your eyes saw: Never before in human history had God revealed 
Himself to an entire people. Every other revelation had been made 
to an individual or to a few. At Sinai God revealed Himself to all 
Israel, to make of them “a kingdom of priests and a holy people.” 

[5] hear, 0 Israel: The Sh’ma, the essence of our faith, is recited 
at every morning and evening prayer, as well as before retiring 
at night. 

It is so important that the Scribes set it apart from the rest of the 
text with a large ayin in Sh’ma and a large dalet in Ehad. The dalet 
is clearly distinguished so as not to be mistaken for a resh, which 
would produce “the Lord is another,” the very opposite of what is 
intended. If the ayin in Sh’ma were misread as ale-ph, the word 
would mean “perhaps.” There is no “perhaps” in Israel’s conviction 
that “the Lord is our God, the Lord is One.” 

[6] and you shall love: The sage, the Hafetz Hayyim, observed 
that when a child sits on his father’s lap he first learns to know him, 
then to love him, and at length to obey him. Similarly, we are told 
first to acknowledge God, next to love Him, and finally to observe His 
commandments. 

[7] with all your soul: The Romans seized Akiba and con¬ 
demned him to death by torture. As his weeping pupils watched, the 
old man’s body was raked with iron combs. When the hour for the 
evening prayer came, Akiba said, “All my life I loved God with all 
my heart and all my might. Now, as I give up my soul to Him, I 
know that I love Him with all my soul as well.” 

Then Rabbi Akiba recited the Sh’ma, and died. 
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this day [8] shall be upon your heart; 
and you shall teach them [9] diligently 
to your children, and shall talk of them 
when you sit in your house and when 
you walk by the way, and when you lie 
down and when you rise up. And you 
shall bind them [10] as a sign upon your 
hand, and they shall be as symbols be¬ 


tween your eyes. And you shall write 
them upon the doorposts [ 11 ] of your 
house and upon your gates.” 

WHEN YOUR SON ASKS YOU 

“when your son asks [12] you in time 
to come: ‘What is the meaning of the 


[8] this day: The Hebrew word for “this day,” can also mean “to¬ 
day.” The Rabbis saw that both meanings applied to its use in the 
Sh’ma . Its teachings are never old or out of fashion, they pointed out, 
but are freshly commanded to us each day, and remain as vital and 
as significant as at first. 

[9] teach them: The Hebrew word, shinantam, means “you shall 
cut them in,” almost as though we were to chisel the teachings onto 
our children. It tells us that these ideas are not remote and unrealistic 
classroom lessons, but the very fabric of life and living. 

In Judaism, the teaching of the word of God is considered the 
greatest mitzvah (commandment or “good deed”). The Jew does not 
worship because he fears God, but because he reveres the holiness, 
the goodness and the beauty of Judaism. “Know before whom you 
stand!” says the Talmud. 

[ 10] bind them: Traditional Jews take these words as an injunction 
to wear T’fillin (phylacteries). 

[11] on your doorposts: This refers to the M’zuzah, a small parch¬ 
ment scroll (bearing the Sh’ma plus 11:13-21 of Deuteronomy), en¬ 
closed in a protective case. The M’zuzah is placed on the right door¬ 
post of the Jewish home. 

The word Shaddai, the Almighty, which is written on the reverse 
of the parchment, is visible through a tiny window in the case. The 
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laws, the statutes, and the ordinances 
which the Lord our God has commanded 
you- 5 ’ then you shall say to your son: 
‘We were Pharaoh’s slaves in Egypt; [13] 
and the Lord showed signs and wonders, 
great and terrible, upon Egypt, and 
upon Pharaoh. And He brought us out 
from there that He might bring us into 
the land which He promised to our 
fathers. And the Lord commanded us to 
observe all these laws, to fear the Lord 
our God, for our good always, that He 
might keep us alive, as it is this day. 


And we shall be righteous to the Lord 
our God if we observe all His com¬ 
mandments.’ ” 

WHY ISRAEL? 

“when the lord your God brings you 
into the land which you go to possess, 
He shall cast out many nations before 
you. Then you shall make no covenant 
with them; neither shall you marry with 
them: [14] you shall not give your 
daughter to his son, nor take his daugh- 


M’zuzah is a symbol of God’s watchful care. It serves to remind us, 
when we enter or leave, that our home is dedicated to the spirit of 
Judaism. 

[12] when your son asks: The Pesah Seder is a fulfillment of the 
command to answer one’s son properly. To make certain that the boy 
asks the question, the Mah Nishtanah, or Lour Questions, is recited 
at the Seder. 

The Seder is enlivened by songs. The search for the A'phikoman 
also serves to keep the children interested, so that the Biblical com¬ 
mand may be fulfilled. 

13] slaves in egypt: Spiritually we are all descendants of Pharaoh’s 
slaves, even those of us who were converted to Judaism after the 
Exodus. Converts are considered children of Abraham, whose de¬ 
scendants were enslaved in Egypt. “Every Jew should regard himself 
as though he himself came forth from Egypt,” the Haggadah tells us. 

^5 [ 14] you shall not marry them: To a small nation surrounded by 

different peoples, intermarriage was a grave threat. When an Israelite 
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DEUTERONOMY 7:4-9; 8:1-3 


ter for your son. For they will turn away 
your children from following Me to 
serve other gods. 

“But you shall break down their altars, 
and dash into pieces their gods. For you 
are a holy people to the Lord your God: 
the Lord your God has chosen you to be 
His own treasure, [15] from all peoples 
upon the earth. The Lord did not set 
His love upon you nor choose you be¬ 
cause you were more numerous than any 
people, for you were the smallest of any 
people; [16] but because the Lord loved 
you, and because He would keep the 
oath which He swore to your fathers. 

“Know, therefore, that the Lord your 


God, He is God; the faithful God who 
keeps covenant and mercy to a thousand 
generations with those who love Him 
and keep His commandments.” 

AND YOU SHALL REMEMBER 

“you shall observe all the command¬ 
ments that I command you today, so 
that you may live and multiply, and 
enter and possess the land which the 
Lord promised to your fathers. And you 
shall remember the way the Lord your 
God has led you these forty years in the 
wilderness. And He afflicted you and 
allowed you to hunger, then fed you 


married a heathen, he often was lost to Judaism, for he might be 
turned away from the worship of the One God. A marriage between 
a Jew and a convert to Judaism is not considered an intermarriage, 
however; it is a marriage of two Jews. 

[ 15] his own treasure: The fact that Israel was chosen by God 
does not imply that other peoples are inferior. Every nation has its 
role to play in human history. The role of Judaism is to bring man¬ 
kind closer to God and, therefore, to righteous ways. God’s closeness 
is always linked with holiness; only as we are holy are we close to 
God. As the Kiddush says: “For You have chosen us and sanctified us 
from all the nations.” 

16] smallest of any people: The role of the Jewish people does 
not depend on its numbers. This is reflected in the words of the 
prophet Zechariah, “Not by might, nor by power, but by My spirit, 
says the Lord of hosts” (4:6). 
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with manna which was strange to you, 
so that you might know that man does 
not live by bread alone, but by every¬ 
thing that is uttered by the Lord. 

“Your clothes did not wear out, nor 
did your feet swell, these forty years. So 
you shall understand in your heart that 
as a man disciplines his son, so the Lord 
your God disciplines you. 

“And you shall keep the command¬ 
ments of the Lord your God, to walk in 
His ways, and to fear Him. For the Lord 
your God brings you to a good land, a 
land of brooks of water, of fountains 
and underground springs, bursting forth 
in valleys and hills; a land of wheat and 
barley, and vines and fig trees and pome¬ 
granates; a land of olive trees and honey; 
a land where you shall eat bread with¬ 
out scarcity—you shall not lack anything 
in it; a land whose stones are iron and 
out of whose hills you may dig copper. 
And you shall eat and be satisfied, and 
bless the Lord your God [17] for the 
good land which He has given you.” 


l 9 7 

IT IS NOT YOUR POWER 

“beware lest you forget the Lord your 
God by not keeping His commandments; 
lest when you have eaten and are satis¬ 
fied, and have built fine houses and 
dwell in them, and your herds and your 
flocks multiply, and your silver and gold 
have increased, that your heart does 
not become haughty and you forget the 
Lord your God. And lest you say in your 
heart, ‘My power and the might of my 
hand have gotten me this wealth.’ But 
you shall remember the Lord your God, 
for it is He who gives you power to get 
wealth, that He may establish His Cov¬ 
enant which Lie swore to your fathers.” 

HE IS YOUR GLORY 

“and now, Israel, what does the Lord 
yonr God require of you, [18] but to 
fear the Lord your God, to walk in all 
His ways, and to love Him; and to serve 
the Lord your God with all your heart 


^=5 [ 17] and bless the lord: The Talmud says: “Whoever enjoys a 

thing without blessing the Giver, commits a theft against God.” 

The Rabbis held that every meal must be followed by blessings of 
gratitude. “A loaf of bread on the table is a greater miracle than the 
parting of the Sea,” they said. 

^5 [ 18] require of you: God asks nothing that is beyond man’s abili¬ 

ties: only love, reverence, service and the fufillment of the mitzvot, 
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and with all your soul; to keep for your 
good the commandments of the Lord 
and His statutes, which I command you 
this day. 

“For to the Lord your God belongs the 
heaven and the heaven of heavens, the 
earth with all there is on it. Only the 
Lord delighted in your fathers to love 
them, and He chose their children after 
them, even you, above all peoples. The 
Lord your God, He is God of gods and 
Lord of lords, the mighty and the awe¬ 
inspiring, who does not show partiality 
nor seek reward. [19] He upholds justice 
for the orphan and widow, [20] and 


DEUTERONOMY IO: 1 3-I 5, 17 ' 22 ; 12 :29 

loves the stranger, giving him food and 
clothing. Therefore, you shall love the 
stranger, for you were strangers in the 
land of Egypt. You shall fear the Lord 
your God. He is your glory and He is 
your God, who has done these tremen¬ 
dous things for you. Your fathers went 
down into Egypt with seventy persons; 
and now the Lord your God has made 
you as the stars of heaven for multitude/’ 

BEWARE OF STRANGE GODS 

“when the lord your God cuts off the 
nations before you, and you take their 


His commandments. So long as we remember that it is God who 
created the beauties and wonders of life, not only may we partake 
of them, we are commanded to do so. 

As illustration, a Nazarite was required to atone for a sin. What 
was his sin? That he had denied himself full enjoyment of God’s 
world. 

[ 19] nor seek reward: Worship, sacrifice, or even charity—all are 
of no value if they are attempts to reward or to “bribe” God. There 
are those who would change God’s will without changing their own 
hearts. One must right the wrong he has done before he can come to 
God in prayer. 

[20] justice for the orphan and widow: It might seem, at first 
glance, that justice for all people should be indicated. The orphan 
and the widow, however, are given extra protection because they are 
helpless. 
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place and dwell in their land, take care 
that you are not lured into following 
their ways. Do not inquire about their 
gods, and ask: ‘How did these nations 
serve their gods? for I would like to do 
likewise/ You shall not do so to the Lord 
your God; for they have done every 
abomination which the Lord hates; for 
even their own sons and daughters do 
they burn in fire to their gods. 

“You shall observe all this which I 
command you; you shall not add to it 
nor diminish it. 

“If a prophet or a dreamer of dreams 
arises in your midst and he gives you a 
sign or a wonder, and the sign or the 
wonder comes to pass, and he says: ‘Let 
us go after other gods which you have 
not known, and let us serve them,’ you 
shall not listen to the words of that 
prophet or of that dreamer. For the Lord 
your God is testing you, to know 
whether you love the Lord your God 
with all your heart and with all your 
soul. After the Lord your God you shall 
walk, and Him you shall fear, and His 
commandments you shall keep, and you 
shall listen to His voice, and serve Him 
and cleave to Him.” 

CHOOSE LIFE 

“you are standing this day, all of you, 
before the Lord your God: your leaders, 
your tribes, your elders, and your officers, 


even all the men of Israel; your little 
ones, your wives, and the stranger that 
is in your camp, from the hewer of your 
wood to the drawer of your water. You 
are entering into a Covenant, sealed by 
an oath, which the Lord your God makes 
with you this day, that He may make 
you this day His own people and that 
He may be your God, as He has spoken 
to you and as He swore to your fathers, 
to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob. Not 
with you alone do I make this Covenant 
and this oath, but with him that stands 
here with us this day before the Lord 
our God, and also with him who is not 
here with us this day. 

“For this commandment which I com¬ 
mand you this day is not too hard for 
you, neither is it far off. It is not in 
heaven, that you should say: ‘Who shall 
go up to heaven, and bring it to us, and 
make us understand it, so that we may 
do it?’ Neither is it beyond the sea, that 
you should say: ‘Who will go across the 
sea for us and bring it to us, and make 
us understand it, so that we may do it?’ 
But the word is very near to you, in your 
mouth and in your heart, that you may 
do it. 

“See, I have set before you this day 
life and good, and death and evil, for I 
command you this day to love the Lord 
your God, to walk in His ways, and to 
keep His commandments, so that you 
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shall live, and the Lord your God shall 
bless you in the land which you go to 
possess. But if your heart turns away and 
you will not heed, but shall worship 
other gods and serve them, I declare to 
you this day that you shall surely perish. 

“I call heaven and earth to witness 
against you this day, that I have set be¬ 
fore you life and death, the blessing and 


the curse! Therefore, choose life that 
you may live, you and your children; 
that you may love the Lord your God, 
and heed His voice, and cleave to Him; 
for that is your life and the length of 
your days; that you may dwell in the 
land which the Lord promised to your 
fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to 
Jacob." 
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MOSES WRITES THE TORAH 

and moses wrote the Torah and de¬ 
livered it to the priests, the sons of Levi, 
who carried the Ark of the Covenant of 
the Lord, and to all the elders of Israel. 
And Moses commanded them, saying: 


JUSTICE 

“judges and officers shall you appoint 
in all your gates, which the Lord your 
God will give you, tribe by tribe, and 
they shall judge the people with right- 
eous judgment, [i] 


[i] righteous judgment: Why was God so concerned about justice? 
Because God's own honor was at stake. A judge’s decision could de¬ 
stroy a person’s livelihood, if not his life; could strip him of pride 
and honor. Because his responsibility was so great, a judge must be 
both wise and impartial. Since he sat as religious arbitrator, the 
honor of Judaism, and even of God, was involved. 
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“You shall not pervert justice. [2] 
“You shall not show favoritism; 
neither shall you take a gift, for a gift 
blinds the eyes of the wise, and perverts 
the words of the righteous. 

“Justice, justice, [3] shall you pursue, 
that you may live and inherit the land 
which the Lord your God gives you. 

“You shall not pervert the justice due 
to a stranger or to an orphan; nor take 
a widow’s garment in pledge. And you 
shall remember that you were once a 
slave in Egypt, and that the Lord your 
God redeemed you from there, therefore 
I command you to do this thing. 


“The fathers shall not be put to death 
for the children, neither shall the chil- 
dren be put to death for the fathers; only 
for his own sin [4] shall anyone be put 
to death. [5] 

“And if a man has committed a sin 
deserving of death, and he is put to 
death, you shall then hang him on a 
tree. But his body shall not remain all 
night upon the tree; you shall bury him 
the same day; for he who is hanged is 
a reproach to God. 

“You shall not oppress a hired servant 
who is poor and needy, whether he is 
one of your brethren or a stranger resid- 


[2] pervert justice: The Rabbis maintained that bribery or favo¬ 
ritism was only one type of misuse of justice. Any extra favor to one 
party (such as addressing him in a kinder tone, or allowing him to 
sit while the other stands), is forbidden. Acceptance of the slightest 
favor by a judge is also barred, even though he may assure himself 
that it will not affect his decision. He might be inclined against the 
donor, and again justice would not be served. 

[3] justice, justice: Certain Rabbis held that “justice” is repeated to 
indicate that an accused person who has been found innocent can¬ 
not be tried a second time for the same crime. This is comparable to 
present-day law forbidding double jeopardy. 

A person who has been judged guilty can be retried if his innocence 
may thus be established. 

Other Rabbis pointed out that justice is linked with living in the 
land of Israel. If there is no justice, the land cannot exist. Sifri, an 
ancient legal book, declares: “The appointment of honest judges is 
sufficient merit to keep Israel alive and secure on their land.” 
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ing in your land. In the same day you 
shall give him his pay, before the sun 
goes down, because he is poor and awaits 
it urgently.” 

LOANS AND PLEDGES 
"you shall not take interest [6] for 
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what you lend to your brother: interest 
of money, of food, or of anything else 
that is lent upon interest. 

"When you do lend your neighbor 
any kind of loan, you shall not go into 
his house to take his pledge. You shall 
wait outside, and the man to whom you 
are making the loan shall bring the 


[4] only for his own sin: This ordinance seems to contradict the 
statement in Exodus that the descendants of an evildoer will suffer 
to the fourth generation. 

The line in Exodus teaches a different moral lesson: that the in¬ 
fluence of a bad home life is likely to persist for several generations. 

The teaching here, that man is punished judicially only for his 
own sins, is to make certain that no one is punished for the sins of 
his parents or of other members of his race, nationality or religion. In 
its era, this idea was a break with tradition. Until very recently, if a 
man committed certain crimes, his whole family was punished; their 
property was confiscated, and they all might be driven into exile, or 
even put to death. 

[5] put to death: In the time of the Second Temple, the Rabbis had 
almost completely dispensed with capital punishment. They so inter¬ 
preted the Biblical laws that an execution was rare. A Sanhedrin, 
Jewish court, that condemned one man to death in seventy years is 
called a “murderous” Sanhedrin by the Talmud. Rabbis Tarphon and 
Akiba commented, " If we had been members of that Sanhedrin, no 
man wou ld have been condemned to death.” 

Only God can give life; only He should be able to take it. A candle 
which cannot be rekindled should not be extinguished. 

[6] you shall not take interest: Lending to a needy fellow-Jew 
became an important matter for the Jewish community. Charity, no 
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pledge outside to you. And if he is a 
poor man and you take his garment in 
pledge, you shall return it to him by 
sunset that he may sleep in his garment 
and bless you. 

“No man shall take a handmill or an 
upper millstone [7] in pledge, for he is 
taking a man’s life in pledge.” 

SLAVES 

“if your brother, a Hebrew man or a 
Hebrew woman, be sold to you, he shall 
serve you six years; and in the seventh 
year you shall let him go free. And when 
you let him go free, you shall not let 
him go empty-handed; you shall provide 
for him liberally [8] from your flock and 


from your threshing-floor, and from your 
winepress, and from all with which God 
has blessed you. And you shall remem¬ 
ber that you were a slave in the land of 
Egypt, and the Lord your God redeemed 
you, therefore I command you to do this 
thing. 

“And you must not begrudge it when 
you let him free; for he has served you 
six years at half the wage of a hired 
worker; and the Lord your God will bless 
you in all that you do. 

“You shall not deliver to his master 
a slave who has escaped to you. He shall 
live with you, within your community, 
wherever he chooses to dwell; you shall 
not wrong him. 

“If a man is caught kidnapping any 


matter how kindly, damages the pride of him who receives it; but a 
loan without interest helps him re-establish himself. As a result, He¬ 
brew Free Loan Societies, which exist to this day, have helped many 
get back on their feet without loss of self-respect. 

A proverb says, “If you give a man a fish, you have fed him for 
one day; if you teach him to fish you have fed him all his days.” 

[7]. a handmill or millstone: A handmill or millstone could not 
be taken by a debtor as a pledge, lest his whole family go hungry. The 
Rabbis also forbade the taking in pledge of a man’s tools, for without 
them the borrower could not earn a living. 


[8] provide for him liberally: When a Hebrew slave went free, 
his master had to provide for him liberally, so that he might have a 
fresh start in life. If the freed man left empty-handed, he would be 
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of his fellow Israelites, [9] and he treats 
him as a slave, or sells him, the thief 
shall die; so shall you put away the evil 
from your midst.” 

GOING TO BATTLE 

“when you go forth to battle against 
your enemies, and see horses and char¬ 
iots and forces greater than yours, you 
shall not be afraid of them; for the Lord 
your God, who brought you up out of 
Egypt, is with you. 

“And before the battle, the officers 
shall speak to the people, saying: If 
there is a man who has built a new 
house and has not dedicated it, let him 
return to his house, lest he die in the 
battle and another man dedicate it. 


“If there is a man who has planted a 
vineyard and has not used its ripened 
fruit, let him return to his house, lest he 
die in the battle and another man enjoy 
its fruit. 

“And if there is a man who has be¬ 
trothed a wife but has not married her, 
let him return to his house, lest he die 
in the battle and another man marry her. 

“And the officers shall speak further 
to the people: If there is a man who is 
fearful and faint-hearted, let him return 
to his house, lest his brethren’s hearts 
melt as does his. 

“And when the officers have finished 
speaking to the people, the army captains 
shall be placed at the head of the 
people.” 


unable to earn a livelihood, and might soon be forced to sell himself 
into bondage again. For this reason, the Rabbis required that he be 
given animals that bear young (a mule would not do), so that he 
might have a chance to prosper in his new freedom. 

Contrast this with the too-long delayed freedom for slaves in West¬ 
ern countries. In many, the masters were compensated for loss of 
their slaves, but the slave received neither payment for his years of 
labor nor a sum to help him get started. 


[9] the kidnapper: Why was there a death penalty for kidnapping? 

A man’s freedom is so precious in Judaism that he who steals a 
human being to sell him as a slave is condemned. 

When the Babylonian Code of Hammurabi decreed death for steal¬ 
ing a slave, it w^as out of concern for the property rights of the owner, 
even w'hen the property was a human being. 


nan“?aa ma' id .irra 1 ? aian , n‘r ,iain x 1 ?! Khn rra ma itfx Bpxn ’a 

t t : * t “ v *• : t: I •• •• t _ : : t t • - t t y • t 

.iiairr -inx ttf’xi 




20 6 


DEUTERONOMY 20: 10 - 12 , I9-20; 17:14-16 


ATTACKING A CITY 

<( when you draw near a city to fight 
against it, [io] you shall offer it peace. 
If it accepts peace and opens its gates to 
you, then all the people in it shall pay 
tribute to you and shall serve you. If it 
will not make peace with you, but will 
make war against you, then you shall 
besiege it. 

“When you besiege a city, you shall 
not destroy its trees by wielding an ax 
against them; you may eat their fruit, 
but you shall not cut them down; for 
the tree of the field [n] is not men, to 
be besieged by you. Only those trees 
which you know are not fruit-bearing 


may you destroy and cut down, in order 
to build a siege-work against the city 
that makes war against you, until it 
falls." 

THE KING 

“when you come into the land which 
the Lord your God has given you, and 
shall say, 1 will set a king over me, like 
all the nations that are around me,’ you 
shall set over you only a king whom the 
Lord your God shall choose: only one 
from your brethren shall you make king 
over you; you may not put over you a 
foreigner who is not your kinsman. 

“He shall not acquire for himself 
many horses, [12] nor cause the people 


[10] to fight against a city: The Israelites might fight against a 
city, our Rabbis said, but not starve it out, or cut off its water supply, 
or afflict it with pestilence. 

A city may be conquered, but not destroyed, said the Sifri. 

[ 11 ] tree of the field: The Rabbis further declared that wanton 
destruction was hateful. Anything of value was created for use, and 
its destruction was considered a sin. The destruction of food in a 
world that still hungers is criminal. 

[l2] too many horses: The reference to “many horses" could have 
only one meaning: the build-up of cavalry for war. Egypt was noted 
for its horses. The Rabbis said that the king may acquire horses and 
chariots for his private use only. If he acquires many chariots he puts 
his faith in weapons of destruction instead of in God, and this will 
lead to war. 
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to return to Egypt so that he may get 
horses, because the Lord has said to you: 
You shall return no more that way. Nei¬ 
ther shall he take many wives, [13] that 
his heart be not turned away; neither 
shall he acquire too much silver or too 
much gold. 

“And it shall be, when he sits upon 
the throne of his kingdom, that he shall 
have a copy of this Torah written for 
him in a book which is before the priests, 
the Levites. And he shall keep it with 
him and he shall read in it all the days 
of his life, that he may learn to keep all 
the words of this Torah and these stat¬ 
utes, to do them. He shall not become 
proud, nor turn aside from the com¬ 
mandment to the right or to the left; 
so that he may prolong his days in his 
kingdom, he and his children, in the 
midst of Israel.” 


FIELDS AND VINEYARDS 

“when you come into your neighbor’s 
vineyard, [14] you may eat your fill; but 
you shall not put any in your vessel. 

“When you come into your neighbor’s 
standing corn, you may pluck ears with 
your hand; but you shall not use a sickle 
on your neighbor’s standing corn. 

“When you reap your harvest in your 
field and have forgotten a sheaf in the 
field, you shall not go back to fetch it; 
it shall be for the stranger, for the father¬ 
less, and for the widow. 

“When you beat your olive tree, you 
shall not go over the branches a second 
time; it shall be for the stranger, for the 
fatherless, and for the widow. 

“When you gather the grapes of your 
vineyard, you shall not glean it after¬ 
ward; it shall be for the stranger, for 


[13] too many wives: Solomon, who was famous for his thousand 
wives, is an example of what happened when a king disobeyed the 
law against multiplying wives. He taxed his citizens ruinously so 
that he might support his wives in luxury, while his people became 
impoverished and embittered. On his death his kingdom fell apart. 


14] your neighbor’s vineyard: The Rabbis limited this rule. They 
said that if every passerby took just one cluster of grapes or one piece 
of fruit, the farmer would be left with empty boughs. They limited 
this right to the hired men who worked the farm. 

The Talmud warns, however, “Do not be a glutton, or you will not 
be hired again.” 
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the fatherless, and for the widow. For 
you shall remember that you were a 
slave in the land of Egypt, therefore I 
command you to do this. 

“You shall not muzzle the ox when 
he treads out the grain. [15] 

“At the end of every three years, you 
shall take a full tenth of your produce 
and shall lay it within your gates. And 
the Levite, because he has no portion nor 
inheritance in your land, and the 
stranger, and the fatherless, and the 
widow shall come and eat their fill.” 

PILGRIMAGES 

“three times a year shall all your males 
appear before the Lord your God, in 
the place which He shall choose; on the 

_x___ 


Festival of Unleavened Bread, and on 
the Festival of Weeks, and on the Festi¬ 
val of Booths. And they shall not appear 
before the Lord empty-handed; every 
man shall give as he is able, according to 
the blessing of the Lord your God which 
He has given you.” 

THE OFFERING OF THE FIRST-FRUIT 

“and when you come into the land 
which the Lord your God gives you as 
an inheritance, and you possess it and 
dwell in it, you shall take the first of 
all the soil’s produce that you harvest 
from the land; and you shall put it in 
a basket and shall go to the place in 
which the Lord your God chooses that 
His name dwell. And you shall come to 


[ 15] the ox: “A righteous man regards the life of his beast,” says the 
Book of Proverbs (12:10). He cares for the animal’s needs and re¬ 
spects its feelings. He must feed his animals before he feeds himself. 
Consideration for animals is part of Jewish belief, in marked contrast 
to almost all other early civilizations. 

The Romans pitted maddened animals against one another in the 
arenas. This is not surprising, since they did the same with human 
beings. When gladiators fought and killed each other, the Romans 
considered it a holiday. 

“Blood sport” is the name given to hunting for sport, in which 
hundreds of birds or small animals might be slaughtered for amuse¬ 
ment. The Bible despises Esau for the very reason that he was a 
hunter. 
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the priest who will be at that time, and 
say: I give thanks to the Lord your God 
that I came to the land which the Lord 
promised to our fathers to give us. 

“And the priest shall take the basket 
from your hand, and place it before the 
altar of the Lord your God. And you 
shall declare before the Lord your God: 
‘A wandering Aramean was my father, 
and he went down into Egypt and so¬ 
journed there, few in number; and he 
became there a great nation, mighty and 
numerous. And the Egyptians treated us 
harshly and oppressed us, and laid upon 
us hard bondage. And we cried to the 
Lord, the God of our fathers, and the 
Lord heard our voice, and saw our afflic¬ 
tion and our toil and our oppression. 
And the Lord brought us forth out of 
Egypt with a mighty hand and with an 
outstretched arm, and with great terror, 
and with signs and with wonders. And 
He has brought us to this place and has 
given us this land, a land flowing with 
milk and honey. And now, behold, I 


have brought the first-fruit of the land, 
which Thou, O Lord, hast given me.’ 

“And you shall set it down before the 
Lord your God, and worship before the 
Lord your God. And you shall rejoice 
in all the good fortune which the Lord 
your God has given to you and to your 
house, and the Levite and the stranger 
in your midst.” 

FOR ALL TO SEE 

then moses and the elders of Israel com¬ 
manded the people, saying, “Keep all the 
commandments which I command you 
this day. 

“And on the day when you pass over 
the Jordan to the land which the Lord 
your God gives you, you shall raise up 
great stones and plaster them over. And 
you shall write upon them all the words 
of this Torah, so that you may go into 
the land which the Lord your God gives 
you, a land flowing with milk and 
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27♦ DEUTERONOMY [ 27 - 32 ] 


THE GREAT DOOMS 

then moses and the priests, the Levites, 
spoke to all Israel, saying, “Keep silence 
and hear, O Israel: this day you are 
become a people [1] to the Lord your 
God. You shall therefore hearken to the 


voice of the Lord your God, and observe 
H is commandments and His statutes, 
which I command you this day.” 

And Moses charged the people that 
day, saying, “These shall stand on 
Mount Gerizim to bless the people, when 
you have passed over the Jordan: 


[1] you are become a people: It was fully forty years after the 
Exodus that Moses said to Israel, “This day you are become a people 
to the Lord.” Had this not happened at the Exodus or at Sinai? 

The Rabbis recognized that a new generation had arisen in the 
wilderness. Their fathers had experienced the Exodus and the revela¬ 
tion at Sinai, not this generation. Each generation must confirm for 
itself its relationship to God. 

Therefore, Israel was asked to reaffirm the Covenant. They would 
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DEUTERONOMY 27: 12-19, 24, 26; 28: 1-3 

Simeon, and Levi, and Judah, and Is- 
sachar, and Joseph, and Benjamin; and 
these shall stand on Mount Ebal for the 
dooms: Reuben, Gad, and Asher, and 
Zebulun, Dan, and Naphtali. 

“And the Levites shall speak and say 
to all the men of Israel with a loud voice: 

“Cursed be he [2] who makes a graven 
or molten image, an abomination to the 
Lord, and sets it up in secret. And all 
the people shall answer: Amen. 

“Cursed be he who dishonors his 
father or his mother. And all the people 
shall say: Amen. 

“Cursed be he who removes his neigh¬ 
bor’s landmark. And all the people shall 
say: Amen. 

“Cursed be he who makes the blind 
go astray. And all the people shall say: 
Amen. 

“Cursed be he who perverts the justice 
due to the stranger, fatherless, and 
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widow. And all the people shall say: 
Amen. 

“Cursed be he who strikes his neigh¬ 
bor in secret. And all the people shall 
say: Amen. 

“Cursed be he who does no.t uphold 
the words of this Torah to do them. And 
all the people shall say: Amen.” 

THE GREAT BLESSINGS 

“and it shall come to pass, if you 
hearken diligently to the voice of the 
Lord your God, to observe all His com¬ 
mandments, that the Lord your God will 
set you high above all the nations of the 
earth. And all these blessings shall come 
upon you and overtake you, [3] if you 
will listen to the voice of the Lord your 
God. 

“Blessed shall you be in the city, and 
blessed shall you be in the field. 


do so again after they had crossed the Jordan and taken possession 
of the Promised Land. 

[2] cursed be he: These commandments are concerned with sins 
which might be committed privately, without anyone else’s knowl¬ 
edge. What one does in the privacy of his home is as important as 
that which is visible to all. 

The Rabbis illustrate this with the story of a man who began to 
bore a hole under his seat in a boat. When the other passengers 
complained, he retorted, “It’s none of your business! The hole is 
under my seat!” They answered, “Yes, but the water will enter and 
drown us all.” 
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DEUTERONOMY 28:4-6, 8 -IO, I 2-1 3; 3 I : I-3, 6-7, 14 


“Blessed shall be the fruit of your 
body, and the fruit of your land, and 
the fruit of your cattle. 

“Blessed shall be your basket and your 
kneading trough. 

“Blessed shall you be when you come 
in, and blessed shall you be when you 
go out. 

“The Lord will ordain blessing to you 
in your barns, and in all that you under¬ 
take; and He will bless you in the land 
which the Lord your God gives you. 

“The Lord will establish you as a holy 
people unto Himself, as He has sworn to 
you, if you keep His commandments and 
walk in His ways. And all the peoples 
of the earth shall see that the name of 
the Lord is upon you. 

“The Lord will open to you His goodly 
treasure, the heaven, to give the rain of 
your land in its season, and to bless all 
the work of your hand; and you shall 
lend to many nations, but you shall not 
borrow. And the Lord will make you the 
head and not the tail, if you hearken to 
the commandments of the Lord your 
God, which I command you this day 
to do." 


BE STRONG AND OF GOOD COURAGE! 

then moses went and spoke these 
words to all Israel: “I am one hundred 
and twenty years old this day; I can no 
longer come and go; and the Lord 
has said to me, ‘You shall not go over the 
Jordan.’ The Lord your God, He will go 
over before you; He will destroy these 
nations before you, and you shall take 
their place. And Joshua shall be at your 
head, as the Lord has spoken. Be strong 
and of good courage! Do not be afraid 
nor fear them; for the Lord your God 
goes with you! He will not fail you nor 
forsake you." 

And Moses called Joshua and said to 
him before all Israel, “Be strong and of 
good courage; for you shall go with 
this people into the land which the Lord 
has promised to their fathers to give 
them; and you will enable them to 
inherit it.” 

And the Lord said to Moses, “The 
time is near when you must die. Call 
Joshua and present yourselves in the 
Tent of Meeting, that I may instruct 
him.” 


[3] the blessings shall overtake you: These blessings, like the 
curses, seem almost like living things which will pursue one who 
does good or one who performs evil. He will earn more than the 
blessing or the curse: it is as though his deeds will give birth to more 
deeds, to make his life wonderful or hideous, as he has chosen. 
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So Moses and Joshua went to the Tent 
of Meeting. And the Lord appeared in a 
pillar of cloud in the Tent. And the Lord 
said to Moses, “Behold, you are soon to 
sleep with your fathers; and this people 
will rise up and go astray after the 
foreign gods of the land to which they 
go, and will forsake Me and break My 
Covenant which I have made with them. 
Now, therefore, write this song for you, 
[4] and teach it to the Children of Israel; 
then, when many evils and troubles have 
come upon them, this song shall confront 
them as a witness.” 

MOSES* SONG OF GOD 
so moses wrote this song the same day; 


and he commanded the Levites, “Assem¬ 
ble all the elders of your tribes and your 
officers, that I may speak these words in 
their ears, and call heaven and earth to 
witness against them.” 

And Moses spoke in the ears of all 

the assembly of Israel the words of this 

✓ 

song: 

“Give ear, you heavens, [5] and I 
will speak; 

And let the earth hear the words of 
my mouth. 

May my teaching drop as the rain, 
My speech fall as the dew; 

As a gentle rain upon the tender 
grass, 

And as the showers upon the herb. 


[4] write this song for you: Since the command to write the song 
is put in the plural, the Rabbis understood that both Moses and 
Joshua were to write it. 

Abraham ibn Ezra, the great Spanish-Jewish Biblical commentator, 
held that the plural form instructs each Israelite that he must write 
for himself a copy of the Torah. Since few men are capable of this, 
the custom arose that during the celebration which is held when a 
scribe is finishing a scroll, each man present is given the honor of 
filling in one of the final letters in order that he may fulfill his obli¬ 
gation. 

[5] give ear, you heavens: Moses calls on the heavens and earth 
to witness that God has made a Covenant with the Israelites, for no 
treaty is legal without witnesses. The only eternal witnesses—for this 
Covenant is everlasting—are heaven and earth. 
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DEUTERONOMY 32:3-4,7-11 


For I will proclaim the name of the 
Lord; 

Give greatness to our God. 

“The Rock, His work is perfect; 

For all His ways are justice; 

A faithful God, [6] without 
iniquity; 

He is just and upright. 

“Remember the days of old, 

Consider the years of many 
generations; 

Ask your father, and he will in¬ 
form you, 

Your elders, and they will tell you. 

When the Most High gave the 
nations their inheritance, 


When He separated the children 
of men, 

He fixed the borders of the peoples 

According to the number of the 
Children of Israel. 

For the portion of the Lord is His 
people, 

Jacob the share of His inheritance. 

“He found him in a desert land, 

In the waste of the howling 
wilderness; 

He surrounded him, He cared for 
him, 

He kept him as the apple of His 
eye. 

As an eagle that stirs up her nest, 

Hovers over her young, 


[6] a faithful god: Why should God be faithful to man? God is 
faithful not for His own gain, but so that man will follow His 
goodness. 

Dama ben Netaniah had a precious stone which he hid for safe¬ 
keeping under his bed. A merchant offered him a large sum for the 
gem, but when he went to get the stone, he found his father asleep 
on the bed. He reported that he could not sell the gem at that time. 
The merchant thought that he was bargaining, and offered him a 
higher price. Dama still refused. 

After a while his father awoke, whereupon Dama gave the gem 
to the merchant. The buyer expected to pay the larger sum, but Dama 
refused it. 

“Your first price was sufficient,” he said. “My father was sleeping 
and the gem was under his bed. I do not wish to be rewarded for 
obeying Gods command. As God is faithful to man, so do I wish to 
be faithful to God, for His sake, and not for reward.” 
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Carr ies them on her wings— 
The Lord alone did lead him, 


And there was no strange god with 


Him. 


“He made him ride on the high 
places of the earth, 

And he ate the fruit of the field; 

And he sucked honey out of the 
crag, [7] 

And oil out of the flinty rock; 

Curd of cows, and milk of sheep, 

With fat of lambs, 

And rams of the herds of Bashan, 
and he-goats; 

And from the blood of grape you 
drank foaming wine. 

“But Yeshurun grew fat, [8] and 
kicked— 

You grew fat, you grew thick, gross 
with food— 


And he forsook God who made 
him, 

And scoffed at the Rock of his 
salvation. 

“And He said: I will hide My face 
from them, 

I shall see what their end shall be; 

For they are a very perverse 
generation, 

Children in whom there is no 
faithfulness. 

They angered Me with a no-god; 

I will anger them with a no-people. 

“And the teeth of beasts will I send 
upon them, 

With the poison of crawling things 
of the dust. 

The sword shall bring death out¬ 
side, as shall the terror within; 

Slaying both young man and 
maiden, 


[7] honey out of the crag: Bees often make their hives in the 
clefts of rocks or in hollow trees, from which the honey oozes. A 
wandering shepherd is able to suck honey from a crag or from the 
side of a tree. 

Oil does come from flinty rock. The farmers deliberately plant their 
olive trees among limestone rocks. Fed by the minerals, the trees flour¬ 
ish and grow heavy with fruit. 

[8] yeshurun grew fat: “Yeshurun ” a poetic name for the people 
of Israel, comes from the word yashar, upright. Even the upright man, 
however, may become complacent if he is too prosperous. 
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DEUTERONOMY 32:25,35-36,39,43 


The infant as well as the man of 
gray hairs. 

Vengeance is Mine, [9] and 
recompense, 

For the time when their foot shall 
slip. 

But the Lord will vindicate His 
people 

And He will take compassion on 
His servants. 


“See now that I, I am He, 

And there is no god besides Me; 


I deal death, and I bring to life; 

I have wounded, and I heal; 

And there is none that can deliver 
out of My hand. 

“Sing aloud, O you nations, of His 
people; 

For He avenges the blood of His 
servants, 

And renders vengeance to His 
enemies, 

And clears guilt from the land of 
His people.” 


[9] vengeance is mine: When Israel sins, he will be punished, for 
he is failing to live up to the Covenant, said the Rabbis. 

They also derived a second meaning from this verse: man must 
never take revenge, for this is God’s privilege alone. In taking venge¬ 
ance, man sins anew. His revenge is a fresh crime which may in 
itself call forth vengeance. 
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IT IS YOUR LIFE 

and when moses finished speaking the 
words of this song to all Israel, he and 
Hoshea [Joshua], [i] the son of Nun, 
he said to them, “Take to heart all the 


things of which I warn you today, that 
you may instruct your children to observe 
all Lhe words of this Torah. For it is not 
an empty thing [2] for you, because it is 
your life; [3] and through this you shall 
lengthen your days upon the land which 
you go to possess.” 


[1] why is joshua called hoshea? Our Sages explain that Hoshea 
was Joshua’s childhood name and this serves to clarify Joshua’s rela¬ 
tionship to Moses. Although Joshua was now leader of his people 
and a man of stature and position, he still gave Moses the same re¬ 
spect he gave him when a youth. 

[1] he and hoshea: At the beginning of the great song, Moses alone 
is speaking, but at its close, both Moses and Joshua speak. The Tal- 
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DEUTERONOMY 32:48-49 


MOUNT NEBO 

and the lord said to Moses that self¬ 
same day, [4] "Ascend Mount Nebo, 


which is in the land of Moab facing 
Jericho; and view the land of Canaan 
which I am giving to the Children of 
Israel as a possession. And you will die 


mud considers this the occasion when Moses transferred his authority 
to Joshua. He chose to establish Joshua as leader in his own lifetime, 
so that none might say that this was not Moses’ choice. 

% 

[2] it is not an empty thing: Moses was careful to point out that 
his words were more than poetry or sermonizing. They are law; and 
as man lives by it or fails to live by it, his life is affected. 

Rashi puns on the phrase, "an empty thing,” making it read, "an 
empty word.” There is not an empty word in the whole Torah, he 
says. One may not decide to obey this Torah regulation, but not 
that; for there is not one word in the Torah which, if properly inter¬ 
preted, will not prove to be of profound value. 

Rashi’s point of view was in keeping with the Rabbis’ teachings 
that all wisdom could be found in the Torah, if one searched wisely. 
"Turn it, turn it, for all is in it,” they said. 

[3] it is your life: An aged woman asked a rabbi, "I am too old to 
live, but cannot die. How can I find death?” 

The rabbi asked how she had reached her advanced years. "My 
father trained me in the Torah,” she replied, "and I study in it every 
day. Moreover, no matter what the day holds, I pray in the synagogue 
regularly.” 

"Do not study and do not pray for three days,” said the rabbi. The 
old woman obeyed; she refrained from study and prayer. On the 
third day she died. 

The old woman symbolizes the community of Israel, which lives 
only because of the Torah and the Synagogue. Should Israel abandon 
Torah and prayer, she will find a speedy death. 
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on the mountain and be gathered to 
your people, as Aaron your brother died 
on Mount Hor. Because you broke faith 
with Me among the Children of Israel 
at the waters of Meribath-kadesh, in the 
wilderness of Zin; because you did not 
sanctify Me among the Children of 


Israel. For you shall see the land afar 
off, but you shall not go into the land 
which I am giving the Children of 
Israel!" [5] 

THE BLESSING OF MOSES 
and this is the blessing with which 


[4] that selfsame day: The Rabbis interpreted this phrase to mean, 
“in the middle of the day/’ and taking place before the eyes of all. The 
expression, “the selfsame day,” occurs only three times in the Bible. 

Three great events recorded in the Pentateuch had to take place 
before the eyes of all the people: the Flood, which teaches that only 
a righteous humanity can survive; the Exodus, which teaches that 
man must be free; and Moses’ death, from which we learn that even 
the Prophet chosen of God must die, and that the people must rely 
on no one man. 

In the first case, Noah’s warnings of the coming flood had been in 
vain. The scoffers even threatened to prevent him from entering the 
ark. Hence, God did not command Noah to embark at night, when 
he might climb aboard unseen, hut in broad daylight. Noah and his 
family braved the mob, and calmly went aboard at noontime. 

In the second instance, the departure from Egypt, the Hebrews’ 
former masters awoke as from a stupor, and cried, “Our slaves are 
leaving! Let us take our whips, and drive them back to their labors!” 
The Hebrews might have waited for night to slip out of Egypt, but 
they marched out at noon. 

Third, when Moses was commanded to ascend Mount Nebo, the 
Children of Israel realized that he was leaving them forever. They 
cried out in anguish for their beloved leader not to leave them. 
Moses did not wait for night: at midday he turned his steps toward 
the peak; and not a hand could be raised to restrain him, though 
every eye saw him go. 
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Moses, the man of God, blessed the 
Children of Israel before his death: 

“The Lord came from Sinai, 

And rose from Seir to them; 

He shone from Mount Paran, 

And He came from the holy 
myriads, 

At His right hand lightning flashed 
for them. 

“Yea, He loves the peoples; 

All His holy ones—they are in Thy 
hand; 

And they sit down at Thy feet, 
Receiving Thy words. 


DEUTERONOMY 33:1-4,26-27 

Moses commanded us the Torah, 

A heritage for the congregation of 
Jacob. 

“There is none like God, 

O Yeshurun, 

Who rides upon the heavens as 
your help, 

And in His grandeur on the skies. 

The eternal God is a dwelling- 
place, 

And underneath are the everlast¬ 
ing arms; 

And He thrust out the enemy from 
before you. 


[5] you shall not GO: According to legend, Moses was grief- 
stricken that he could not enter the Promised Land. “Let me enter 
the land,” he begged. “Have I not served You these years in the 
wilderness?” 

“The giving of the Torah was accomplished,” God answered, “and 
the time for conquest and settlement has come. Therefore, Joshua 
must take over.” 

“Let Joshua be the leader and I will serve him,” Moses pleaded. 
The next morning he rose early to prepare Joshua's garments, and 
to sweep the Tabernacle. Joshua was startled to see Moses acting as 
his servant. “Only by serving you,” Moses explained, “can I enter 
the Promised Land.” 

As Joshua stood in the Tabernacle, the voice of God spoke to him. 
As the new leader stood, silent and awed, Moses asked the reason. 
“God is speaking to me,” Joshua replied. “Do you not hear His voice?” 

A wave of envy came over Moses, for he had not heard. And then 
he prayed to God, “I forgo the privilege of entering Canaan. Better 
I die, than live in envy.” 
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DEUTERONOMY 33:28-29; 34: I, 4*12 

“And Israel dwells in safety, 

The fountain of Jacob apart, 

In a land of corn and wine; 

And His heavens drop down dew. 
Happy are you, O Israel! Who is 
like you? 

A people saved by the Lord.” 

THE DEATH OF MOSES 

and moses went up from the plains of 
Moab to Mount Nebo, to the summit, 
which faces Jericho. And the Lord 
showed him all the land, even Gilead 
as far as Dan. 

And the Lord said to him, “This is 
the land which I promised to Abraham, 
to Isaac, and to Jacob, saying: ‘I will 
give it to your children.’ I have let you 
look upon it, but you shall not go over 
there.” 

So Moses, the servant of the Lord, 
died there [6] by command of the Lord. 
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And he was buried in the valley of the 
land of Moab; and to this day no one 
knows his burial place. 

And Moses was a hundred and twenty 
years old when he died: neither were 
his eyes dimmed nor his vigor lessened. 

And the Children of Israel wept thirty 
days for Moses in the plains of Moab. 
And Joshua, the son of Nun, was full of 
the spirit of wisdom, for Moses had laid 
his hands upon him; and the Children 
of Israel obeyed him and did as the Lord 
had commanded Moses. 

And there has not arisen a prophet 
since in Israel like unto Moses, whom the 
Lord knew face to face; in all the signs 
and the wonders which the Lord sent 
him to do in Egypt, to Pharaoh, and to 
all his servants and to all his land; and 

in all the mishtv hand and in all the 

_ <-! __ 

wonders, which Moses wrought in the 
sioht of all Israel. 

O_ 


[6 ] moses died there: The Rabbis maintained that Moses wrote 
the entire Pentateuch. How could he have written of his own death? 
Some Rabbis said that Joshua wrote these lines, others that God had 
dictated the last verses to Moses, whose final act on earth was to write 
them down, his eyes blurred with tears. This done, he calmly climbed 
Mount Nebo. 
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PREFACE 


Turn it, turn it again and again, for everything is in it. 

Contemplate it, grow gray and old over it, for there is 
no greater good. 

pirk£ avot 5:25 

the bible is a world in itself, rich, deep, wide, fulfilling. In a time 
when men are overwhelmed and surfeited with facts and find them 
unsatisfying, even setting the teeth on edge, the return to acquiring 
values built out of encounters with the world of the Bible and its 
wisdom is even more important. 

This edition of the Biblical books, which deals with judges, kings 
and the early prophets, is intended as a textbook and companion for 
the young and adult study group, as well as a book for reflective 
individuals who seek the quiet pools and turbulent rapids of our 
millennia of Jewish history and religion. An abridged version of the 
Bible is arranged as continuous text across the tops of the pages with 
a continuing keyed commentary at the bottoms. That commentary 
explores the vast literature of post-Biblical interpretation and includes 
the two Talmuds, the Midrashim, medieval and modern Jewish com¬ 
mentary, as well as legend and folklore. Together Biblical text and 
commentary reinforce each other and out of their separate strands 
weave three thousand years of Jewish wisdom and tradition. 

The Bible never tells a story for its own sake nor delivers stirring 
poetry for poetic grandeur alone; each verse is meant to teach a lesson, 
point a moral, record an important event or folk memory in the 



history of the Jewish people. With that in mind we have included 
law, history, ritual and ceremony—everything that bears on God and 
the Covenant, on ethical precepts and moral conduct, for there lies 
the Bible’s central core and wisdom: Live righdy or die. 


NOTE 

The text is a new translation which avoids archaism but does no violence 
to the Biblical context by awkward colloquialism. Nor does the abridg¬ 
ment compromise the narrative or moral shape of the Scriptures as a 
whole. Occasionally verses have been slightly rearranged to provide for 
a more coherent narrative or moral shape of the Scriptures as a whole. 
This is especially the case in this volume in the use of the Book of 
Chronicles to support and broaden the historical books of Samuel and 
Kings. Biblical and place names are spelled as in the Jewish Publication 
Society (1917) translation. Otherwise the modem Sephardic pronuncia¬ 
tion is used for Hebrew transliteration. 

A Teacher’s Resource Book has been prepared to make the study of 
the Bible even more accessible and meaningful to a contemporary reader. 
It clarifies the more profound meanings and subtle philosophies, the com¬ 
plex meaning of words and places, embodied in what is often a symbolic 
and hyperbolic Scriptural text. What is offered, then, is not apologetics 
but interpretation rich in ancient lore and replete with modem scholar¬ 
ship, so that throughout the student, teacher and reader will find new 
insight and understanding of the relevance of the Bible. 
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!♦ JOSHUA [i 6] 


THE COMMAND TO CROSS 
THE JORDAN 

it was after the death of Moses, [i] 
the servant of the Lord, the Lord spoke 


to Joshua, the son of Nun, the attend¬ 
ant of Moses, saying: 

“Moses, My servant is dead. And 
now, arise and cross the Jordan, you 
and all this people, into the land which 


[i] after the death OF moses: In the days of mourning following 
Moses’ death, many ordinances confused the people and they pleaded 
with Joshua to recall to them the forgotten ordinances and to explain 
the difficult passages. When he could not, the people sought to kill 
him. So Joshua prayed to the Lord, “Let Thy holy spirit descend 
upon me to explain the passages and to repeat what has been for¬ 
gotten so that I may make these things known to the people.” But 
God refused. Then Joshua reminded the people: “Torah is not in 
heaven but on earth. The commandments which the Lord gave you 
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JOSHUA i: 2 - 3 , 5-7 


I promised to give [2] to the Children 
of Israel. Every place which the sole of 
your foot [3] shall tread I will give to 
you, as I said to Moses. No one shall be 
able to stand against you all the days of 
your life. As I was with Moses, so I will 
be with you. I will not fail you, nor for¬ 
sake you. Be strong and brave, because 


you shall cause this people to inherit 
the land which I swore to their fathers 
to give to them. Only be strong and 
very courageous [4] to observe and do 
according to the whole Torah, that My 
servant Moses commanded you. Turn 
not from it to the right nor to the left, 
that you may succeed wherever you go. 


are neither hidden from your eye nor beyond your reach (Deuter¬ 
onomy 30:11-12). Use the strength of mind with which He has 
endowed you to discover the commandments for yourself/' 


[2] which i give: Why does God once more point out that He is 
now giving the Children of Israel the land which He had long ago 
promised to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob? Because the Lord did not 
specify to the Patriarchs which generation of their descendants 
would inherit the Promised Land. Those who left Egypt with Moses 
were unworthy but the new generation had proved deserving and 
had sealed its bond by readiness to obey God's injunction. 


[3] the sole of your foot: When the Israelites were about to enter 
Canaan, the Lord commanded them to destroy its inhabitants utterly. 
They were neither to show them mercy nor make treaties with them, 
so that the Israelites might not be infected by the Canaanite pagan 
abominations (Deuteronomy 7:2; 20:17—18). But Joshua, remem¬ 
bering Moses' treatment of Sihon and Og, instead proclaimed to all 
Canaan that any nation which chose to leave the land might do so 
unhindered, that any nation which wanted to make peace could 
conclude a peace treaty immediately, and that any nation which 
chose war ought to make ready for it. 


[4] BE strong and very courageous: God repeats this admonition 
and stresses courage. Conquering the land will take courage but 

Dnlax 1 ? -nsaitfo ntfx j-ixn nx mn awn nx ‘rmn nnx "3 ,vnxi pin 

.on 1 ? nr 1 ? 




joshua i:8; 2:1 


13 


This book of the Torah shall not depart 
from your mouth, and you shall medi¬ 
tate on it day and night, [5] so that you 
may observe to do all that is written 
in it; for then you shall make your ways 
prosperous and you shall succeed." 


JOSHUA SENDS SPIES 

joshua sent two spies [6] secretly, and 
said to them: “Go and look to the land 
and the city of Jericho." 

They went and came to the house of 


conquering the problems of living according to God's law will re¬ 
quire even more bravery. Living a life of dignity and honor requires 
more courage than going forth to battle. The Rabbis wisely noted 
that the greatest fortitude is required to live according to the Torah, 
to do good deeds, to pray and to perform one's social tasks; in short, 
to live a righteous life. 

[5] meditate on it day and night: The Romans condemned Rabbi 
Simeon ben Yohai to death because he had censured their rule and 
so Ben Yohai and his son fled for their lives. They hid in a cave for 
twelve years, eating the dry fruit of a carob tree and drinking water 
from a nearby stream. They spent all their waking hours in prayer 
and study of the Torah. After twelve years the decree was annulled 
and they left their cave to return to their native city. On the way 
they passed farmers tilling their fields and exclaimed: “Those people 
still neglect the eternal life and busy themselves with transient 
things." Shocked, Ben Yohai burst out: “Let these fields that lure 
men away from the study of the Torah be burned!" Instantly, flame 
from heaven consumed the fields. But then a voice from heaven was 
heard: “Did you come out of your cave to destroy My world? You 
have sinned by detaching yourself from daily life. Back to your 
cave!" There Ben Yohai was kept for twelve months, the maximum 
time a transgressor may be kept in Gehenna. 

[6] two spies: Moses had sent twelve spies to search out the land; 
Joshua sent only two. The difference in number was because Moses 
wished to test the spirit of the Israelites to see if they were ready to 
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JOSHUA 2 :1, 4, 6, 2-5, 7-I4 


a woman whose name was Rahab [7] 
and lodged there. The woman hid the 
men. She brought them up to the roof 
and hid them with the stalks of flax 
which she spread out upon the roof. 

The king of Jericho was told, “Some 
men came here tonight from the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel to spy out the land.” The 
king of Jericho sent to Rahab, saying: 
“Bring out the men who came to you, 
because they came to spy out the whole 
land.” And she answered and said: 
“True, the men did come to me, but I 
did not know where they came from. 
When it was about time to close the 
gate of the city, just before dark, the 
men went out; whither they went I do 
not know. Hurry, pursue them, you may 
overtake them.” And the king’s men 
pursued the spies to the Jordan. When 
the pursuers had gone out, the city gate 
was closed. 

Before the spies went to sleep, she 


went up to them on the roof, and said: 
“I know that the Lord has given you the 
land. Your terror has fallen upon us, 
because we have heard how the Lord 
dried up the waters of the Sea of Reeds 
before you when you came out of Egypt. 
We also know what you did to Sihon 
and Og, the two kings of the Amorites, 
on the other side of the Jordan—you 
destroyed them. When we heard of it, 
our hearts did melt, and no courage was 
left in any man. For the Lord your God, 
He is God in heaven above and the 
earth below. Now, since I dealt kindly 
with you, swear to me by your Lord 
that you will also deal kindly with my 
father’s- household. Give me a true token 
that you will spare the lives of my father 
and mother, my brothers and sisters, 
with all that belong to them.” 

And the men said to her: “Our lives 
for yours, if you will not tell about our 
errand. When the Lord will give us this 


enter the Promised Land, but Joshua was concerned only to find out 
the preparedness of the Canaanites. Joshua chose Caleb, who had 
gone with him on his first reconnaissance, and Phinehas the priest. 
They traveled to Jericho disguised as peddlers of pots. Some Sages 
say that the men did not sell pots ( heres ) but acted as if they were 
deaf and dumb QieresK) because Joshua feared that if they spoke 
they might betray themselves by their accents. 


[7] rahab: The Lord rewarded Rahab for two other reasons besides 
the fact that she had hidden and saved Joshua’s spies. First, because 

ton □a'nPx ’’ ’3 .orrisa tzrxa nm nis? nap xPi map can aatfji 

.nnna pxn Puaa n’atfa D’nPK 

” T • " V T T ~ : - - • • - T * • vs 



JOSHUA 2:14-24 


15 


land, we will deal kindly and truly with 
you." 

Then she let them down by a rope 
through the window, for her house was 
part of the city wall. And she said to 
them: “Go to the mountains; otherwise 
the pursuers might chance upon you. 
Hide in the mountain for three days 
until the pursuers return." 

And the men said to her: “When we 
shall return to the land, you shall tie 
this line of scarlet thread in the window 
through which you let us down. And 
you shall gather into your house your 
father, your mother, your brothers, your 
sisters, all your fathers household. And 
it shall be that whoever will go out of 
the door of your house into the street, 


his blood shall be on his head, and we 
will be guiltless. And if you tell of our 
errand, we will not be bound by our 
oath that you made us swear." 

She said: “So be it." She sent them 
away, and she tied the scarlet line in 
the window. 

And the men went into the moun¬ 
tains and waited there for three days, 
until the pursuers returned. The pur¬ 
suers searched every road, but found 
nothing. Then the two men went down 
the mountain and crossed the Jordan, 
and came to Joshua. They told him 
all that had befallen them, and said: 
“Truly, the Lord has delivered the 
whole land into our hand. All the in¬ 
habitants [8] have lost heart before us." 


when the spies came to her house, she repented her sins and ac¬ 
knowledged the greatness of the Lord. Second, when Rahab pleaded 
for mercy she asked for the lives of her parents and family before 
asking for her own. Therefore God rewarded her. 

The Midrash recounts that she confessed her sins: “I have sinned 
with the wall, the window and the rope. My house is on the wall 
that surrounds the city. My window faces out on the open country. 
At night I leave it open with a rope suspended from it. Brigands 
and thieves climb up the rope into my house to bring me their stolen 
goods to sell. Now, Lord, I have used all these things with which 
I did evil to do good—wall, window and rope—to save these two men, 
so forgive my transgressions." 

[8] all the inhabitants: How could Rahab know that all the 
inhabitants were frightened? The Midrash tells us that there was 





i6 

JOSHUA COMMANDS THE PEOPLE 

TO GET READY 

joshua commanded the officers of the 
people: “Pass through the camp and 
command the people, saying, ‘Prepare 
yourselves with supplies, because within 
three days you are going to cross the 
Jordan to enter the land which the Lord 
God gives you to possess it/ ” 

ISRAEL CROSSES THE JORDAN 

and joshua awoke early in the morn¬ 
ing, and he and all the Children of 
Israel set out from their camp and 
reached the Jordan and passed the night 
there before crossing. 

At the end of the three days the offi¬ 
cers went through the camp and com¬ 
manded the people: “When you see the 


joshua i:io-ii; 3:1-6, 15, 14, 16 

priests and the Levites carrying the Ark 
of the Covenant [9] of the Lord your 
God you shall follow it. There should 
be a space between you and the Ark, 
about two thousand cubits. Come not 
nearer to it." 

And Joshua said to the people, “Sanc¬ 
tify yourselves, for tomorrow the Lord 
will do wonders in your midst." And to 
the priests Joshua said: “Take up the 
Ark of the Covenant and go ahead of 
the people." 

The Jordan was full at that time, 
overflowing its banks as always in the 
time of harvest. And the priests took the 
Ark of the Covenant and went ahead of 
the people. The people left their tents 
and followed. As the feet of the priests 
who carried the Ark dipped into the 
edge of the stream the waters flowing 
down from above stood up and rose up 


neither an officer nor an official who did not visit Rahab’s inn and 
who did not speak his mind there when drunk. 

[9] the ark of the covenant: When the Israelites left the desert, 
the manna ceased to rain. Had the manna not ceased, the people 
would not have eaten the produce of the land and become part of it. 
And they would have continued to rely on miracles instead of work¬ 
ing the land to make it yield. 

In the time of Moses, they had been guided by pillars of cloud 
and fire, but now they would no longer be guided by miracles. 
Instead, they would be guided by the Ark of the Covenant which 
would be carried by the priests. 
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JOSHUA 3:16-17; 4:12-13, I, 3, IO, 4-5, 8-9, 15-23, 14 
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in one heap; and the waters flowing 
down toward the sea were wholly cut 
off. The people crossed the Jordan oppo¬ 
site Jericho. The priests who carried the 
Ark of the Covenant of the Lord stood 
on dry ground in the middle of the 
Jordan until the whole nation crossed 
the Jordan. 

And the men of the tribe of Reuben 
and the men of the tribe of Gad and 
the half-tribe of Manasseh crossed over 
around before the Children of Israel, as 
Moses spoke to them. About forty thou¬ 
sand armed men crossed over to the 
plains of Jericho to do batde. 

THE TWELVE STONES 

and it was when the entire nation 
crossed the Jordan, the priests who car¬ 
ried the Ark remained standing in the 
middle of the Jordan. They stood there 
until all was finished that the Lord 
commanded Joshua to speak to the 
people. 

And Joshua called the twelve men 
whom he had appointed from the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel, a man from each tribe, 
and he said to them: 

“Go over before the Ark of the Lord 
your God, in the middle of the Jordan, 
and every man lift a stone and put it on 
his shoulder." And they did as Joshua 
commanded them. 

They took twelve stones from the 


middle of the Jordan, and carried them 
to the place where they lodged, and 
laid them down there. Joshua also set 
up twelve stones in the middle of the 
Jordan, in the place where the feet of 
the priests who carried the Ark of the 
Covenant had stood; and they are there 
to this day. 

And the Lord said to Joshua: “Com¬ 
mand the priests who carry the Ark that 
they come out of the Jordan.” 

And Joshua commanded the priests, 
saying: “Come up out of the Jordan.” 

And it was that as soon as the soles 
of the feet of the priests touched dry 
ground, the waters of the Jordan re¬ 
turned to their place and overflowed all 
its banks as before. 

The people crossed the Jordan in the 
tenth day of the first month, and camped 
in Gilgal, on the east border of Jericho. 
And the twelve stones which they took 
out of the Jordan, Joshua set up in Gil¬ 
gal. And he said to the Children of 
Israel: “When the children will ask 
their fathers in time to come, What is 
the meaning of these stones/ then you 
shall let your children know that Israel 
crossed the Jordan on dry land, for the 
Lord your God dried up the waters of 
the Jordan before you until you passed 
over, as the Lord your God did to the 
Sea of Reeds when we came out of 
Egypt.” 

On that day the Lord magnified 
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JOSHUA 4:14; 5:10-12; 6:i; 5:13- 1 5; 6:2-5 


Joshua in the sight of Israel. They re¬ 
vered him as they revered Moses all the 
days of his life. 

THE PASSOVER 

when the Children of Israel camped 
at Gilgal they observed the Passover on 
the evening of the fourteenth day of 
the month, in the plains of Jericho. 
They ate of the produce of the land on 
the day after the Passover, unleavened 
cakes and parched wheat, and the 
manna ceased. And the Children of 
Israel had no more manna but they ate 
of the produce of the land of Canaan. 

AN ANGEL APPEARS TO JOSHUA 

now jericho was shut up tight, be¬ 
cause of the Children of Israel. None 
went out and none came in. And it was 
when Joshua was near Jericho, that he 
lifted his eyes and saw a man standing 
in front of him with a drawn sword in 


his hand. And Joshua came to him, say¬ 
ing: “Are you for us or for our en¬ 
emies?” And the man said: “No, I am 
captain of the host of the Lord.” 

And Joshua prostrated himself. The 
captain of the Lord’s host said to him: 
“Take your shoes from off your feet, for 
the place on which you stand is holy.” 
And Joshua did so. 

And the Lord said to Joshua: “See, 
I have given into your hand Jericho and 
its king, and all her men of valor. Now, 
take all your men of war and go around 
the city once. And seven priests shall 
carry seven ram's horns. Thus shall you 
do for six days. On the seventh day you 
shall go around the city seven times and 
each time the priests shall blow the 
Shofars. And at the seventh time when 
you hear the sound of a long blast of 
the Shofar, all the people shall shout 
with a great shout. The wall of the city 
shall fall down flat, so that every man 
can go straight into the city from where 
he stands. 
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2* JOSHUA [6-1 o] 


THE WALL OF JERICHO FALLS 

and joshua called the priests and said 
to them: “Take up the Ark of the Cov¬ 
enant and let seven priests carry seven 
ram's horns before the Ark of the Lord.” 
And to the people he said: “Pass on and 
go around the city, and the armed troops 
shall go before the Ark of the Lord. 
But you shall not shout nor let a word 
leave your mouth until the day I bid 
you shout. Only then you shall shout.” 

And Joshua rose early in the morning 
and the priests carried the Ark of the 
Lord. Seven priests, carrying seven ram's 
horns before the Ark of the Lord, went 
on sounding the Shofars continuously. 


The armed men went before them and 
the rear guard followed the Ark of the 
Lord. And they went around the city 
once and returned to the camp. Thus 
they did for six days. 

On the seventh day they arose early, 
at daybreak, and marched around the 
city seven times. And it was when the 
priests blew the Shofars the seventh 
time that Joshua said to the people: 
“Shout! for the Lord has given you the 
city. And the city and all that is in it 
shall be devoted to the Lord. But Rahab 
shall be spared and all that are in her 
house, because she hid the messengers 
that we sent.” 

And the people shouted a great shout 
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JOSHUA 6:20, 23, 25, 24, 26-27; 8:1, 3-11, 14-16 


and the Shofars were blown. The walls 
of the city fell flat, so the people went 
into the city, each man from the place 
where he stood; and they captured the 
city. And the spies went into Rahab’s 
house and brought out Rahab, her 
father, mother, her brethren, and all her 
relatives and put them outside the camp 
of Israel. She has lived among Israel 
[1] to this day. And they burned the 
city with fire and all that was in it. 
Only the silver and gold, and the ves¬ 
sels of brass and iron they put into the 
treasury of the house of the Lord. 

THE CURSE ON JERICHO 

at that time Joshua charged the peo¬ 
ple to swear, saying: Cursed be the man 
before the Lord who undertakes to re¬ 
build the city Jericho. With the loss of 
his first born shall he lay its foundation, 
and with the loss of his youngest son 
shall he erect its gates. 

And the Lord was with Joshua so 
that his fame spread throughout the 
entire land. 

WAR ON AI 

and the lord said to Joshua: “Take all 


the men of war and go up against Ai. 
I have given into your hand the king 
of Ai, his people, his city and his land." 

Joshua chose thirty thousand of the 
most valiant warriors and sent them by 
night, and he commanded them, say¬ 
ing: “See, you are to lie in ambush 
against the city and be ready. I and all 
the people with me will approach the 
city, and when they come out against 
us, we shall flee from them. And we 
will flee until we have drawn them 
away. Then you shall rise up from your 
ambush and seize the city. And when 
you have taken the city, you shall set 
it afire. This have I commanded you." 

Then Joshua sent them away, and 
they went to the ambush. 

Joshua rose early in the morning. He 
inspected the people, and he and the 
elders went up before the people to Ai. 
Then men of war who were with him 
went up and encamped on the north 
side of the city. When the king of Ai 
saw this, he hastened the men of the 
city, and they went out against Israel 
to do battle. Joshua and his men acted 
as though they were beaten by them, 
and fled by way of the wilderness. And 
all the people who were in the city 
were summoned together to pursue after 


[1] she has lived among Israel: Rahab dwelt outside the camp 
of Israel until her conversion to Judaism. It was after that that 

itiraa .Irrv nx nxin T»n nx nui mp’ ntfx ” ’id 1 ? tf-xn mx 

a-x’ Vrsxai nno” 


joshua 8:16-24, 2 9‘34; 9 : 3'4 


21 


them. And they pursued after Israel; 
and there was not a man left in Ai. 

And the Lord said to Joshua: “Stretch 
out the spear in your hand toward Ai, 
for I will give Ai into your hand." And 
Joshua signaled with his spear, and the 
men in ambush rose quickly from their 
place, and entered the city and took it, 
and set it on fire. When the people of 
Ai turned and saw the smoke of the 
city rising to heaven, they became con¬ 
fused and knew not which way to flee, 
this way or that. 

And when Joshua and all Israel saw 
that the ambush had taken the city and 
that the smoke of the city was rising, 
they turned back. And the others came 
out of the city, so the people of Ai were 
in the midst of Israel. And they defeated 
the people of Ai. Not one remained to 
escape. And the king of Ai was taken 
alive and brought to Joshua. 

And it was when Israel defeated the 
inhabitants of Ai on the field of battle, 
they returned and destroyed the city 
and raised a great heap of stones over 
it, that stands to this day. 


JOSHUA BUILDS AN ALTAR 

then joshua built an altar to the Lord 
the God of Israel on Mount Ebal, an 
altar of unhewn stones [2] on which no 
iron tool was lifted, as it is written in 
the book of the Torah of Moses. And 
he wrote upon the stones a copy of the 
Torah of Moses. And all Israel, their 
elders, officers and their judges, the 
stranger and the home-born, stood on 
each side of the Ark, opposite the 
priests and Levites who carry the Ark 
of the Covenant of the Lord—half of 
the people in front of Mount Gerizim 
and half of them in front of Mount 
Ebal, as Moses the servant of the Lord 
commanded to bless the people of Israel. 

And he read all the words of the 
Torah, the blessing and the curse. 


THE GIBEONITES 

WHEN THE INHABITANTS of Gibeon 
heard [3] what Joshua did to Jericho 
and Ai, they acted cunningly. They 


Joshua gave her land as an inheritance and that she became one 
with Israel. 

[2] unhewn stones: Why did Joshua make this altar without iron? 
The Rabbis tell us that the altar is the symbol of reconciliation 
between God and man, between man and man, woman and man, 
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took old sacks and put them on their 
donkeys and wine skins worn, cracked 
and patched. They put on their feet 
worn shoes and worn garments on their 
backs. For their provisions they took 
dry bread, spotted with mold. And they 
went to Joshua, to the camp of Gilgal 
and they said to him and to the men of 
Israel: “We have come from a far coun¬ 
try, and now make a covenant with us." 

And Joshua said to them: ‘Who are 
you, and where do you come from?" 

And they said: “Your servants have 
come from a far-off country because we 
heard the name of the Lord your God 
and all that He did in Egypt to Sihon, 
king of Heshbon and to Og, king of 
Bashan. And the elders and all the in¬ 


habitants of our country said to us: 
‘Take provisions on your journey and 
go to meet them and say to them: We 
are your servants and now make a cov¬ 
enant with us.’ We took for our pro¬ 
visions this bread which you see. When 
we left, it was hot out of our houses, 
but now it is dry and moldy. These 
wine skins were new when we filled 
them, but now they are dry and cracked. 
These garments and our shoes are worn 
out from the very long journey." 

And the princes of Israel broke bread 
with them and Joshua made a covenant 
of peace with them, and the princes of 
the congregation swore to observe the 
Covenant. 

Three days after the covenant was 


nation and nation. Because the sword is a weapon of iron made to 
kill, iron should not therefore be used on the altar of reconciliation. 

[3] the gibeonites heard: The sly Gibeonites said: “We will trick 
the Israelites into making a treaty with us. If they keep their oath 
and do not make war, they will break their God’s commandment to 
make war on any nation that does not sue for peace immediately 
after Joshua's proclamation. If they declare war on us, their God will 
be angry at them for breaking their word. Whichever they do, they 
incur the wrath of their God." According to law, the Israelites might 
have broken their solemn oath because the Gibeonites extracted their 
promise by deceit. But the Israelites kept their bargain so that the 
nations of Canaan might see that they kept their bargains and 
remained true to their word even in the face of the duplicity of 
those with whom they dealt. 
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made, they heard that they were neigh¬ 
bors and were dwelling among them. 
And the Children of Israel journeyed 
and came to their cities on the third 
day. And the whole congregation of 
Israel murmured against the princes. But 
all the princes of Israel said to the con¬ 
gregation: “We have sworn to them by 
the Lord, the God of Israel. Now we 
cannot touch them. We shall do as we 
have sworn." 

And Joshua called for them and said: 
‘Why did you deceive us by telling us 
that you live far from us when you 
dwell among us?" 

And they answered Joshua: “Because 
it was told your servants how the Lord 
your God commanded His servant 
Moses to give you all the land and to 
destroy all the inhabitants of the land. 
Therefore, we were very much afraid 
of our lives and so we have done this. 
And now we are all in your hands. Do 
to us whatever you think is right and 
fair.” 

And he saved them from the hands 
of the Children of Israel, so they did 
not slay them. And the princes said: 
“Let them be hewers of wood and 
drawers of water to the whole congre¬ 
gation. Let them live." 

And Joshua made them that day 
hewers of wood and drawers of water 
for the congregation and for the altar 
of the Lord. 
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GIBEON IS ATTACKED 

when adoni-zedek, king of Jerusalem, 
heard that Joshua captured Ai and de¬ 
stroyed it, as he had done to Jericho, 
and that the inhabitants of Gibeon had 
made peace with Israel, he became 
greatly frightened because Gibeon was 
a great city, one of the royal cities. It 
was larger than Ai, and all her men 
were valiant warriors. So Adoni-zedek 
of Jerusalem sent this message to the 
king of Hebron, the king of Jarmuth, 
the king of Lachish and the king of 
Eglon: 

“Come up to me and help me. Let us 
attack Gibeon and destroy it, because it 
made peace with Joshua and the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel.” And all the five kings 
of the Amorites gathered together and 
then went up with their armies and 
encamped against Gibeon. And the men 
of Gibeon sent to Joshua at the camp 
of Gilgal, saying: “Do not abandon your 
servants. Come up to us quickly and 
help us and save us, for all the kings of 
the Amorites who inhabit the hill coun¬ 
try are gathered together against us." 

SUN AND MOON STAND STILL! 

and joshua went up from Gilgal, he 
and all the people with him and all the 
men of valor. And the Lord said to 
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Joshua: “Fear not, for I have delivered 
them in your hand; not a man of them 
shall stand up against you." 

And Joshua came upon them sud¬ 
denly, for he marched from Gilgal all 
the night. And the Lord threw them 
into a panic before Israel, and they were 
defeated in a great battle at Gibeon. 
And when they fled before Israel the 
Lord cast down great stones from the 
sky upon them. There were more who 
died from hailstones than from the 
swords of the Children of Israel [but 
the sun began to set]. 

Then Joshua called out in the pres¬ 


ence of the Children of Israel and said 
in their sight: 

“Sun, stand still [4] upon Gibeon! 
Moon, in the valley of Aijalon!" 
And the sun stood still, 

And the moon waited. 

Is this not written in the book of 
Jashar? The sun stayed in the midst of 
the sky and hastened not to go down 
about a full day. And there was no day 
like that before it or after it, a day that 
the Lord heeded the voice of a man; 
for the Lord fought for Israel. 

And Joshua and all Israel with him 
returned to the camp at Gilgal. 


[4] sun, stand still: How can the sun stand still when that is 
against the laws of its nature? God foresaw that Joshua would need 
a longer day to complete his victory, the Midrash tells us, and 
arranged it with the sun before the sun was created. 

Joshua saw that the battle might be prolonged into the Sabbath 
so he had the sun stand still to keep the holy day inviolate. 
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2 * JOSHUA [10-24] 


JOSHUA CONQUERS CANAAN 

and joshua conquered all the land, the 
hill country, all the south, the lowland, 
and valleys. Joshua made war a long 
time with the kings of Canaan. There 
was not a city that made peace with the 
Children of Israel, except the Hivites, 
the inhabitants of Gibeon. At that time 
Joshua defeated the Anakim, the giants 
from the hill country of Hebron, and 
destroyed them and their cities. Joshua 
conquered the whole land as the Lord 
spoke to Moses. Joshua was victorious 


over thirty-one kings, all of them, and 
possessed their land. 

So the land had rest from war. 

THE DIVISION OF THE LAND 

and joshua was old, well advanced in 
years. And the Lord said to him: “Now 
divide this land as an inheritance to the 
nine tribes and the half-tribe of Manas- 
seh.” And the half-tribe of Manasseh 
received their inheritance which Moses 
gave to them, with the tribe of Reuben 
and the tribe of Gad on the other side 
of the Jordan. 
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And the whole congregation of the 
Children of Israel assembled together at 
Shiloh, and set up there the Tent of 
Meeting. And Joshua cast lots for them 
in Shiloh, before the Lord. And there 
Joshua divided the land to the Children 
of Israel. 

And the heads of the families of the 
Levites went up to Eleazar the priest 
and Joshua there in Shiloh, and they 
spoke to them: "The Lord commanded 
through Moses to give us cities to dwell 
in, with open land for our cattle.” 

And the Children of Israel gave the 
Levites some of their own inheritance, 
cities with open land about them. For 
the Levites were not given a separate 
portion in the conquered land, as the 
Lord commanded Moses. 

TRIBES ACROSS THE JORDAN 

then joshua called the Reubenites and 
the Gadites and the half-tribe of Manas- 
seh and said to them: "You have ob¬ 
served all that Moses commanded you 
and have obeyed all that I have com¬ 
manded you. You have not forsaken 
your brethren during these many days. 
Now the Lord your God has given rest 
to your brethren, as He promised them; 
therefore, return to your tents, to the 
land of your possession, which Moses 
the servant of the Lord gave you across 
the Jordan. But observe very carefully 


the Torah that Moses commanded you, 
to love the Lord your God, to walk in 
all His ways and to keep His command¬ 
ments; to serve Him with all your heart 
and all your soul/’ 

Joshua blessed them and sent them 
away. 

ALTAR BEYOND THE JORDAN 

when the children of Reuben, the 
children of Gad and the half-tribe of 
Manasseh came to the region of the 
Jordan they built there a great altar by 
the Jordan, facing the land of Canaan. 

When they heard of it, the whole 
congregation of the Children of Israel 
gathered in Shiloh to go up against 
them to war. 

And the Children of Israel sent to 
Reuben and to Gad and to the half¬ 
tribe of Manasseh, Phinehas, the son of 
Eleazar the priest, and with him ten 
princes, a prince from each tribe. They 
came to these tribes and they spoke to 
them: 

"Thus said the whole congregation 
of the Lord. You rebelled today against 
of God of Israel in that you have built 
you an altar. Because of you tomorrow 
He will be angry with the whole con¬ 
gregation of Israel. If the land of your 
possession is unclean, [you will not sanc¬ 
tify it by this rebellion;] it would be 
better if you were to cross over into the 
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land of the possession of the Lord where 
the Tabernacle of the Lord is. Do not 
rebel against the Lord by building an¬ 
other altar." 

Then the children of Reuben, of 
Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh 
answered: “The God, the Lord God 
knows, and all Israel shall know, that 
we built the altar because of our fear 
and anxiety. In time to come your chil¬ 
dren might say to our children: What 
have you to do with the Lord, the God 
of Israel? For the Lord made the Jordan 
a border between us and you. You have 
no share in the Lord. Your children 
will prevent our children from fearing 
the Lord.’ Therefore, we said: ‘Let us 
now build us an altar, not for sacrifice; 
but it shall be a witness between us 
and you and the generations after us! 
If your children will say to our chil¬ 
dren: ‘You have no share in the Lord/ 
they will say: ‘Look at the altar of the 
Lord which our fathers made, not for 
sacrifice, but as a witness between us 
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and you/ Far be it from us to rebel 
against the Lord, and build an altar 
for sacrificing beside the altar of the 
Lord that is before His Tabernacle." 

When Phinehas the priest [1] and 
the heads of the tribes of Israel heard 
the words from the Reubenites, Gadites 
and the children of Manasseh, it pleased 
them well, and Phinehas said to them: 
“Now we know that the Lord is in our 
midst, for you have not rebelled against 
the Lord." 

JOSHUA WARNS THE PEOPLE 

and it was when the Lord had given 
rest to Israel from all their enemies, 
and Joshua was old, that he called all 
Israel, their elders, their heads, their 
judges and their officers and said to 
them: “I am old, well advanced in 
years, and you have seen [2] all that 
the Lord has done to all these nations. 
For the Lord, your God has fought for 
you. I have allotted to you as inheri- 


[1] phinehas hie priest: Whenever Phinehas' name was men¬ 
tioned before, it was followed by “the son of Eleazar." Here, for the 
first time, he is called “the priest" without his father’s name appended 
because, having brought peace between the tribes, he had earned the 
title in his own right. 


[2] you have seen: The generation that had experienced the 
Exodus was dead. Those who now stood before Joshua were their 
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tance all the land from the Jordan to 
the great sea at the west, the land of 
the nations I conquered and the land 
of the nations that remain. The Lord 
your God will drive them out and you 
will possess their land, as the Lord your 
God has promised you. Therefore, you 
shall stri ve to observe and do all that 
is written in the book of the Torah of 
Moses. You shall not turn to the right 
or to the left. You shall not mingle with 
the nations who remain among you. 
You shall not mention the names of 
their gods, nor swear by them. Only to 
the Lord your God shall you cleave as 
you have done to this day. The Lord 
has driven from before you great and 
mighty nations so that no one has stood 
against you to this day. One man of you 
chased a thousand, for the Lord your 
God, He has fought for you as He 
promised you. Therefore, take great 
care that you shall love the Lord your 
God. 

“But if you turn back and attach your¬ 
selves to the remnant of the nations 
that remains among you, and you inter¬ 
marry with them, then you shall know 
that the Lord your God will no longer 


drive these nations from before you. 
They shall be a snare and a trap to you, 
a scourge in your sides and thorns in 
your eyes, until you perish from off this 
good land that the Lord your God has 
given you. 

“Behold this day I am to go the way 
of all the earth. But you know with all 
your heart and with all your soul, that 
not one thing which the Lord your God 
has promised you has not been fulfilled. 
And it shall be that as all the good 
things which the Lord your God has 
promised to you became true, so shall 
the Lord bring upon you all the evil 
things if you will transgress the cov¬ 
enant of the Lord your God, which He 
commanded you/' 

ISRAEL RENEWS THE COVENANT 

and joshua gathered all the tribes of 
Israel to Shechem, and called the elders 
of Israel and they presented themselves 
before God. Then Joshua said to the 
people: 

“When you crossed the Jordan and 
you came to Jericho the men of Jericho 
fought against you and seven other na- 


children or grandchildren. But Deuteronomy tells us: “Not only 
with you do I make this covenant and this oath; but with him who 
stands here with us this day before the Lord our God, and also with 
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tions, and I delivered them into your 
hand. I sent before you the hornet 
which drove them out—it was not with 
your own sword and bow. And I gave 
you a land for which you have not 
toiled and cities which you have not 
built, and you dwell within and you eat 
of vineyards and olive groves and or¬ 
chards you did not plant. So fear the 
Lord and serve Him with sincerity and 
truth. Now if you do not want to serve 
the Lord, choose this day whom you 
will serve, the gods your ancestors wor¬ 
shipped beyond the river or the gods of 
the Amorites in whose land you now 
dwell. But as for me and my household, 
we will serve the Lord.” 

And the people answered and said: 
“Far be it from us that we should for¬ 
sake the Lord to serve other gods, for 
the Lord is our God.” 


And Joshua said to the people: “It is 
not easy to serve the Lord, because He 
is a holy God and a demanding God. 
If after you take upon yourself to serve 
the Lord and then you forsake the Lord 
and serve other gods, He will turn and 
do you evil, after having done you 
good.” 

And the people answered Joshua: 
“No, we will serve the Lord.” 

Then Joshua said to the people: 
“You are witnesses against yourself that 
you have chosen to serve the Lord.” 

And they said: “We are witnesses.” 

And Joshua made a covenant with 
the people on that day. He interpreted 
for them the statutes and the ordinances 
and wrote all these words in the book 
of the Torah of God. [3] Then he 
took a great stone and set it under an 
oak tree which was by the Sanctuary 


him who is not here with us this day” (29:13-14). So Exodus, like 
the Covenant, is not only part of the history of the Jewish people 
but part of the personal history of every Jew in every epoch. 

[3] the book of the torah of god: Rabbi Hananiah said that had 
Israel not sinned, the Lord would have given the people only the 
Five Books of Moses and the Book of Joshua. These would have 
sufficed to teach them His ways. But they rebelled and sinned again 
and again so the Lord, out of His compassion, sent them prophets, 
books and precepts to continue their instruction, to deepen their 
understanding, to mature them in the ways of God and of goodness. 
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of the Lord, and he said to the people: 
“This stone shall be a witness against 
you that you may not deny your God.” 

And Joshua sent the people away, 
each one to his inheritance. 

THE DEATH OF JOSHUA 

after all these things, Joshua, the son 
of Nun, the servant of the Lord, died 
at the age of one hundred and ten 
years. And they buried him in the bor¬ 


der of his inheritance, in the hill coun¬ 
try of Ephraim, on the north of the 
mountain of Gaash. [4] And Israel 
served the Lord all the lifetime of 
Joshua and of the elders who lived 
after him. 

And the bones of Joseph, which the 
Israelites brought out of Egypt, were 
buried in Shechem, in the field which 
Jacob bought for one hundred pieces 
of money from the sons of Hamor, the 
father of Shechem. 



[4] the mountain of gaash: When Canaan was divided among 
the Israelites, they busied themselves with their fields and vineyards. 
Prosperity made them wayward and forgetful. They soon forgot 
Joshua and what he had done for them, and when he died they 
neither eulogized nor mourned him with feeling. The Lord waxed 
angry and caused the mountain to quake as a sign of their wayward¬ 
ness and ingratitude. In Hebrew Gaash means to quake or tremble. 
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4 * JUDGES [2-5] 


THE NEW GENERATION 

joshua, the son of Nun, the servant 
of the Lord, died, and his generation 
died too. Another generation arose who 
knew nothing of the Lord or the work 
that He had done for Israel. And the 


Lord left the Philistines and the other 
nations and did not drive them out [1] 
hastily, neither did He deliver them into 
the hands of Joshua. He left them to 
test Israel, that the generations to come 
would be counselled to learn war, which 
beforetime they did not know. 


[1] and did not drive them out: The Lord permitted the Philis¬ 
tines and Canaanites and Israel’s other enemies to remain in the 
land. And so generations of Israelites were forced to learn to wage 
war. The Rabbis considered the necessity to learn and to practice 
war to be a punishment. Even under the most compelling urgency, 
to make war was considered an affliction. 
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They forsook the Lord, [2] the God 
of their fathers, and they followed other 
gods, the gods of the peoples around 
them. They worshiped them and so pro¬ 
voked the Lord. And the anger of the 
Lord blazed against Israel, and He gave 
them into the hands of their enemies, 
and they could no longer withstand 
their enemies. 

They were in sore plight. Then the 
Lord had compassion [3] on the Israel¬ 
ites because of their groans under the 


JUDGBS 2:12, I4-15, l8, l6, 1819 

oppressors. He raised up judges who 
delivered them from the hands of their 
plunderers. When the Lord raised up a 
judge, He would be with the judge and 
save them out of the hands of their 
enemies all the days of the judge. But 
when the judge died, they would re¬ 
lapse and behave worse than did their 
fathers. Again they followed other gods. 
They served them and bowed to them, 
and would not give up their practices 
and their stubborn ways. 


[2] they forsook the lord: After Joshua died the people forgot 
the word of the Lord and His commandments; instead each of them 
was concerned only about himself and his possessions. The common 
good and the common purpose were lost. None had time for or 
interest in the Covenant and the worship of God. And because they 
had in this way forsaken the Lord they were unable to resist their 
enemies. 

[3] the lord had compassion: A king settled his young bondsmen 
and bondswomen on a tract of his land. There he raised them as if 
they were his children. He had houses built for them, planted vines 
and trees for them, and fed them from his own table. But the 
children neglected the vines, broke the saplings and left their houses 
untended. Then the king grew angry and punished them. But he 
punished them with compassion because he said, "How can I punish 
them severely? They are only children!" 

So it was with the Children of Israel. The Lord gave them fields 
for which they did not labor, cities which they did not build, vine¬ 
yards and olive groves which they did not plant. When they strayed, 
He forgave them their sins as a father forgives his children. And 

from among them He raised eighteen judges to save Israel from its 
enemies. 
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And the Lord’s anger was hot against 
Israel, and He said: “Because this na¬ 
tion has violated My covenant which I 
made with their fathers, and they did 
not listen to My voice, I will no longer 
drive out before them any of the peo¬ 
ples that Joshua left when he died." 

THE JUDGE OTHNIEL 

AND THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL dwelt 
among the Canaanites, the Hittites, the 
Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites and 
the Jebusites. They married their daugh¬ 
ters and their own daughters they mar¬ 
ried to their sons, and they served their 
gods. They forgot the Lord their God, 
and they served the Baalim and the 
Asheroth. Then the anger of the Lord 
was kindled against Israel, and He gave 
them over into the hand of Cushan- 
rishathaim, king of Aram-naharaim. And 
the Israelites served him eight years. 

And the Israelites cried to the Lord, 
and the Lord raised a deliverer for the 
Children of Israel, Othniel, the son of 
Kenaz. The spirit of the Lord came 
upon him and he judged Israel, and 
went to war, and the Lord delivered 
Cushan-rishathaim into his hand. And 
the land had peace for forty years. 


THE JUDGE EHUD 

and othniel died, and the Israelites 
again did evil in eyes of the Lord. And 
the Lord made Eglon, king of Moab 
victorious over Israel. And the Israelites 
served Eglon for eighteen years. 

And the Israelites cried to the Lord, 
and He raised up for them a deliverer, 
Ehud, the son of Gera, a Benjamite, a 
left-handed man. 

And the Israelites sent tribute by him 
to Eglon, the king of Moab. And Ehud 
made for himself a two-edged sword, a 
cubit long, and girded it under his cloak 
upon his right thigh. 

Now Eglon was a very fat man. After 
Ehud had finished delivering the trib¬ 
ute he sent away the people who carried 
the present. But he himself turned back 
from the quarries that were near Gilgal. 
And he said: “I have a secret message 
for you, O king." 

And the king said: “Silence!" 

And all his attendants went out. And 
Ehud approached him as he sat alone 
in the cool upper chamber, and said: 
“I have a message from God to you." 

And Eglon arose from his seat, [4] 
and Ehud put out his left hand and 


[4] eglon arose from his seat: Eglon, the king of Moab, was the 
great-great-grandfather of King David. And Ruth, Eglon’s daughter, 
was David’s great-grandmother. Why did Eglon, a tyrant, an idol 
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took the sword from his right thigh and 
thrust it into Eglon’s belly. Then Ehud 
went out to the porch and shut the 
doors of the upper chamber and locked 
them. When he had gone out the serv¬ 
ants came. T hey saw that the doors of 
the upper chamber were locked, and 
they said: “He is relieving himself 
there.” After waiting a long time, they 
took the key and opened the doors. 
And there was their master, fallen down 
dead. 

While they were waiting Ehud es¬ 
caped. He passed the quarries and came 
to Seirah. When he got there, he blew 
a Shofar throughout the hill country of 


Ephraim. And the Israelites went down 
with him. He went before them and he 
said to them: “Follow after me, for the 
Lord has delivered your enemies, into 
your hand.” 

And they followed him down. They 
seized the fords of the Jordan and they 
would not allow anyone to cross. They 
were victorious over the Moabites. So 
Moab was subdued that day under the 
hand of Israel. Afterward, the land was 
at peace for eighty years. 


SHAMGAR, THE SON OF ANATH 
after him came Shamgar, [5] the son 


worshiper, the scourge of Israel, merit the honor of such offspring; 5 
The Rabbis reply that though Eglon was a sinner and was punished 
for his transgressions by the sword, he was also rewarded for his 
respect for the Lord. For when Ehud said to him, “I have a message 
from God to you,” Eglon rose from his throne in conscious awe 
of God’s name. Then the Lord declared that because Eglon had 
risen in reverence for His throne, so would one of Eglon’s descend¬ 
ants eventually sit on the throne of Israel. 

[5] shamgar: Shamgar was working in the fields when a band of 
Philistines raided his village. Though he had no weapon Shamgar 
seized an ox-goad and ran to fight them. Only a man of immense 
strength could wield such a heavy weapon—an ox-goad was eight to 
ten feet long with a spike at one end and a chisel-like blade at the 
other—but with it Shamgar stood against the Philistines. The vil¬ 
lagers came to help him and six hundred Philistines perished in the 
battle. For his courage and simplicity, Shamgar remained in the peo- 
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of Anath, who slew six hundred Philis¬ 
tines with an ox-goad. And he also saved 
Israel. 

DEBORAH AND BARAK 

ehud died, and the Israelites again did 
evil in the eyes of the Lord, and the 
Lord gave them over to the hand of 


Jabin, the king of Canaan who reigned 
in Hazor. The captain of his army was 
Sisera. [6] The Israelites cried to the 
Lord, for he had nine hundred iron 
chariots, and he oppressed the Israelites 
mightily for twenty years. 

Now Deborah, a prophetess, [7] the 
wife of Lappidoth, [8] judged Israel at 
that time. In the hill country of Ephraim 


pie’s memory and was “written in the register of the House of 
Israel” (Ezekiel 13:9). 


[ 6 ] sisera: Sisera was one of the most ferocious and mighty warriors 
in history. When he hunted and cried aloud, animals were frozen 
in fear and could not move. All men feared him and bowed low 
before him. If they did not, he slew them unmercifully. And when 
people trembled and bowed before him, Sisera exulted: “Who is 
like me on the whole earth? Who, indeed, is like me in the heavens 
above?” Because he was a tyrant and a boaster, God had him brought 
low by a woman's hand. 


[7] the prophetess Deborah: The Rabbis asked: How is it that 
Deborah, a woman, became a prophet and a judge when Phinehas 
the son of Eleazar and grandson of Aaron still lived? Was not 
Phinehas lineage more illustrious? And the prophet Elijah answered 
them: “As heaven and earth are my witness, whether Jew or gentile, 
man or woman, maleservant or maidservant, the spirit of the Lord 
rests upon him who merits it according to his deeds.” 


[8] the wife of lappidoth: The Rabbis note that Deborah's hus¬ 
band is known by three names. At first he was called Michael. 
When Deborah went to the academies to search out those who 
would help her redeem the nation from Sisera, she saw Michael. 
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she sat under the palm tree of Deborah 
and the Israelites came up to her to be 
judged. 

And she sent for Barak, the son of 
Abinoam, and said to him: “The Lord, 
the God of Israel commanded: ‘Go 
toward Mount Tabor and take with you 
ten thousand men from the tribes of 
Naphtali and Zebulun. And I will draw 
Sisera, the captain of Jabin’s army with 
his chariots and his army to the brook 
Kishon, and I will deliver him into your 
hand.’ ” 

And Barak said to her: “If you will 


come with me, [9] then I will go; but 
if you will not go with me, I will not 
go myself.” 

And she said: “I will go with you, 
but the glory will not be yours; because 
they will say that the Lord delivered 
Sisera into the hand of a woman.” 

Deborah arose and went with Barak 
to Kedesh. Barak summoned the men 
of Zebulun and Naphtali to Kedesh. 
Ten thousand men came up to him. 

They told Sisera that Barak had gone 
up to Mount Tabor. So Sisera gathered 
together all his nine hundred iron char- 


He was a fine youth and a brilliant student. The Lord brought them 
together and they were married. And Deborah, who was very rich, 
helped to support the academies of study. She sent olive oil and 
thick wicks for their study lamps. Because it was her husband 
Michael who brought these gifts, his fellow students called him 
Lappidoth, the flame. But he was also called Barak, which means 
lightning, because his face shone bright as lightning when he served 
the Lord. 

[9] if you will come with me: Barak was a great and brave gen¬ 
eral. Yet he asked Deborah to go with him to meet Sisera in battle. 
Our Sages say that Barak did so because he knew the value of 
morale in the face of numbers. When the Israelites saw the mighty 
armies and chariots of Sisera and the thirty-one kings with him, they 
were afraid and ready to take flight. But when they saw the prophet¬ 
ess their spirits lifted. Deborah encouraged them, saying, “Fear not. 
The Lord goes before you. Take courage. You will defeat your 
enemies. And the Children of Israel took heart and attacked and 
defeated Sisera. 
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iots and all of the people who were 
with him. 

Then Deborah said to Barak: “Up! 
This is the day on which the Lord is to 
deliver Sisera to your hand.'’ 

Barak went down from Mount Tabor 
with the ten thousand men after him. 
And the Lord routed Sisera and all his 
chariots and all his men before Barak. 
And Sisera alighted from his chariot 
and fled on foot. Barak pursued the 
chariots and Sisera’s army. The whole 
army of Sisera fell before the sword. 

Sisera fled on foot to the tent of Jael, 
the wife of Heber the Kenite. Jael came 
out to meet Sisera, and said to him: 
“Turn, my lord, turn to me. Have no 
fear.” And he turned into her tent, and 
she covered him with a blanket. And 
he said to her: “Give me, please, a little 
water. [10] I am thirsty.” So she opened 
the goat-skin and gave him milk to 
drink, and covered him. Then he said 


to her: “Stand at the door of the tent, 
and if anyone asks you, ‘Is there a man 
here?’ You shall say, ‘No/” 

And he fell into a deep sleep because 
he was weary. So Jael took a tent-pin 
and a hammer in her hand, and went 
up softly to him, and she drove the pin 
into his temple, and it pierced through 
into the ground, and he died. 

And Barak pursued Sisera, and Jael 
came out to meet him, and said: “Come 
and I will show you the man you are 
looking for.” Barak went inside and 
saw Sisera lying dead. 

THE SONG OF DEBORAH 

then sang Deborah and Barak on that 
day, saying: 

“Hear, O kings, give ear, O princes: 

To the Lord will I sing; 

I will praise the Lord, the God of 
Israel. 


[10] a little water: How did Jael, a woman and the wife of a 
humble Kenite, find the strength to kill the mighty Sisera? Jael gave 
Sisera milk instead of water to see if his head was clear. When 
Sisera did not know the difference, Jael understood that he was 
confused, and knew she could go ahead to kill him. As he slept, the 
Rabbis tell us, Jael thought of how many women Sisera had wid¬ 
owed, how many children he had orphaned, how many husbands he 
had killed leaving their tents empty. And she knew he would do 
more killing if he lived. And then, not with a sword, but with the 
homely instruments of the tent dweller she slew him. 
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Lord, when Thou didst go out of 
Seir, 

When Thou didst march out of 
the field of Edom, 

The earth trembled, the heavens 
also shook; 

The clouds, too, dropped water. 

The mountains quaked at the 
presence of the Lord, 

Like Sinai, at the presence of the 
Lord, the God of Israel. 

In the days of Shamgar, the son 
of Anath, the caravans 
disappeared, 

The travelers kept to the byways. 

There were no open cities in 
Israel, they disappeared, 

Until I arose, Deborah, 

Until I arose, a mother in Israel. 

Then was there war at'the gates. 

Awake, awake, Deborah! 

Awake, awake, strike up a song! 

Arise, Barak, 

Take your captives, you son of 
Abinoam! 

The kings came, they fought. 

Then fought the kings of Canaan. 

At Taanach, by the waters of 
Megiddo; 

They did not take booty of silver. 

The stars fought from heaven, 


From their courses they fought 
Sisera. 

The brook Kishon swept them 
away, 

That ancient brook Kishon. 

Tread on them, O my soul, in 
strength! 

O how the hoofs of the horses 
stamped, 

From the prancings, 

The prancings of their mighty 
ones. 

Cursed be Meroz, said the angel 
of the Lord. 

Curse, curse its inhabitants, 

Because they did not come to the 
help of the Lord, 

To help the Lord with the heroes. 

Blessed above women shall Jael be, 

The wife of Heber, the Kenite; 

Blessed above the women in the 
tents. 

Water he asked: milk she gave 
him. 

In a lordly bowl she brought his 
curd. 

Her hand she put to the tent-pin. 

And her right hand to the 
workmen’s hammer. 

She hammered Sisera, she smote 
his head, 

She pierced through his temples. 
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At her feet he sank, he fell, 
he lay. 

He sank, he fell at her feet. 
Where he sank, there he fell 
down dead. 

Through the window peered the 
mother of Sisera, 

Through the lattice, she looked 
and lamented: 

‘Why is his chariot so long in 
coming? 

Why is the clatter of his 
chariots so late?’ 

The wisest of her princesses [ 11 ] 
answer her, 


Why, she answers herself: 

‘Will they not find and divide 
booty? 

A maid, two maids for every 
man. 

To Sisera a spoil of dyed 
garments, 

One dyed robe, two dyed 
embroidered cloths 
For the neck of every spoiler?’ 

Thus perish all Thy enemies, 

O Lord! 

But those who love Him, 

May they be as the rising of the 
sun in his might!” 


[11] the wisest of her princesses: Why does Sisera’s mother ask 
her women for counsel, then answer her own question? Our Sages 
remind us that Sisera’s mother was anxious because Sisera had not 
yet returned from the battle. So she spoke to her wise woman, or 
diviner. In a vision the diviner saw two women—Deborah and Jael— 
and the color red—Sisera’s blood. But the mother misinterprets the 
two women in the vision to be Sisera’s captives and the scarlet color 
the dye of the garments he had taken as booty. 
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5 * JUDGES [5-8] 


THE JUDGE GIDEON 

the land was at peace for forty years. 
Then the Israelites again did evil in the 
eyes of the Lord, [1] and the Lord de¬ 
livered them into the hand of Midian 
for seven years. The hand of Midian lay 


heavy upon Israel. The Israelites made 
hiding places in the mountains, [2] in 
the caves and in strongholds. For when 
the Israelites had sown, the Midianites, 
the Amalekites and the Kedemites came 
up and destroyed the produce of the 
earth, and did not leave sustenance for 


[1] evil in the eyes of the lord: After the death of each Judge, 
it is written that the people “again did evil in the sight of the Lord.” 
But after the death of Deborah the word again is left out. The 
Midrash tells us that after Deborah sang her song of praise for the 
Lord, He forgave Israel all its previous transgressions. The Israelites 
then repented truly and prosperity returned to the land. But the 
people soon found a new and even more grievous sin, the sin of 
worshiping one’s own reflection. 
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Israel, not even for a sheep, an ox, or 
ass. They would come up with their 
cattle and their tents, swarming like 
locusts. Both they and their camels were 
numberless. And Israel was brought 
low and cried unto the Lord. 

An angel of the Lord [3] came and 
sat under the terebinth tree which was 
in Ophrah and belonged to Joash. And 
his son Gideon was threshing wheat [4] 
in the winepress, to hide it from the 
Midianites. And the angel said to him: 
“The Lord is with you, valiant warrior!” 


And Gideon said to him: “Oh, my 
lord, if the Lord is with us, then why 
has all this happened to us? Where are 
all His wonderful deeds which our 
fathers told us about, saying: Did not 
the Lord bring us out of Egypt? But 
now the Lord has cast us off and deliv¬ 
ered us into the hand of Midian.” 

And the Lord turned toward him and 
said: “Go, and with the strength you 
have shown you shall save Israel from 
the hand of Midian. For it is I who 
send you.” 


hiding places in the mountains: When the Midianites op 
pressed Israel, they seized everything in their path. When the enemy 
approached, the Israelites signaled from village to village. Then the 
people drove their sheep and cattle into caves, and hid their crops 
in pits, and fled into strongholds they had prepared in the hills for 
just such emergencies. 


[3] an angel of the lord: Why does God first send an angel to 
Gideon and then moments later speak to Gideon Himself? Man 
must be prepared for his vision of God, the Rabbis tell us. Gideon 
must know before Whom he stands. So was Moses prepared when 
he was confronted with the mystery of the burning bush. 


[4] gideon was threshing wheat: High among Gideon’s merits 
was that he was a devoted son. When his father was old and the 
time to thresh the wheat came, Gideon said, “I am young, father. 
If the Midianites should come upon me I shall be able to defend 
myself against them. Or if they are too many I shall be swift in my 
flight. But at your age, you can neither defend yourself strongly nor 
run swiftly enough to escape them. Therefore, let me be the one to 
do the threshing.” 
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And Gideon said to Him: “Oh, my 
Lord, h ow can I save Israel, when my 
family is the poorest in Manasseh, and 
I am the youngest in my fathers house?” 

The Lord answered him: “I will be 
with you, and you shall defeat the 
Midianites as one man." 

And it was on the same night the 
angel of the Lord said to him: “Arise 
and destroy the altar of Baal that your 
father built and you shall cut down the 
Asherah beside it. Then build an altar to 
the Lord your God on the top of this rock, 
and take your father's bullock [5] and 
offer it as a burnt offering with the wood 
of the Asherah which you cut down.” 

Then Gideon took ten of his servants, 
and did as the Lord had told him to do. 
But because he was afraid of his father's 
household and the men of the city to 
do it by day, so he did it at night. 
When the men of the city rose in the 
morning, they saw that the altar of 
Baal was torn down and the Asherah 
around it was cut down, and the bullock 


had been offered upon the altar which 
had been built. They said one to an¬ 
other: “Who has done this thing?" 
They searched and inquired and they 
found out that it was Gideon. Then the 
men of the city said to Joash: “Bring 
out your son. He must die, because he 
has torn down the altar of the Baal and 
cut down the Asherah." 

And Joash said to those who stood 
against him: “Are you going to take the 
Baal’s part? Do you intercede for him? 
If he is a god, let him contend for him¬ 
self for his broken altar." 

So on that day Gideon was called 
Jerubbaal, meaning: Let Baal contend 
against him, because he has overthrown 
his altar. 

WAR WITH MIDIAN 

the midianites, the Amalekites and 
the Kedemites joined forces, and crossed 
the Jordan and encamped in the valley 
of Jezreel. And the spirit of the Lord 


[5] take your father's bullock: Rabbi Abba bar Kahana noted 
that the Lord allowed Gideon to commit many infractions of Jewish 
law in this sacrifice. He used the wood of a pagan idol, an Asherah. 
He used hewn stones to build the altar. He made his sacrifice at 
night rather than by day. He was not a priest yet he performed the 
sacrifice. And he performed the sacrifice on a “high place," which 
was specifically forbidden. But, Rabbi bar Kahana continues, because 
Israel was in such desperate need, the offering was accepted. 

t - t 
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rested upon Gideon and he blew the 
Shofar, and the men of Abiezer gath¬ 
ered around him. Then he sent mes¬ 
sengers throughout Manasseh, Asher, 
Zebulun and Naphtali, and they came 
up to meet him and his men. 

And Gideon said to God: “If Thou 
wilt save Israel by my hand, as Thou 
hast spoken, look, I will put a fleece of 
wool on the threshing-floor. If there will 
be dew only on the fleece and the 
ground will be dry, then I shall know 
Thou wilt save Israel by my hand, as 
Thou hast spoken." 

And it was so. He rose up early the 
next day and squeezed the fleece, and 
wrung dew from the fleece, a bowlful 
of water. And Gideon said to God: “Let 
not Thine anger be kindled against me, 
and I will speak but this time. Let me 
have proof, I pray Thee, this time with 
the fleece. Let the fleece only be dry, 
and let there be dew only upon all the 
ground.” 

And God did so that night. The fleece 
alone was dry, and there was dew on 
all the ground. 


Then Jerubbaal, who is Gideon, and 
all the people who were with him, rose 
up early and encamped in En-harod, 
and the camp of Midian was on the 
north side of them, by the hill of 
Moreh. 

And the Lord said to Gideon: ‘The 
people who are with you are too many 
for Me to deliver the Midianites in 
their hands. Israel might give itself 
greater glory than Me and say: ‘My 
own power has saved me.’ Therefore, 
proclaim to the people: Whosoever is 
fearful and trembling should arise early 
and depart from Mount Gilead.” [6] 
And twenty-two thousand of the people 
went home, and there remained ten 
thousand. 

And the Lord said to Gideon: “There 
are still too many people. Bring them 
down to the water and there I will se¬ 
lect them for you.” And Gideon brought 
the people down to the water. And the 
Lord said to Gideon: “Every one who 
laps the water with his tongue, as a dog 
laps, place him to one side. And every 
one who kneels down to drink [7] on 


[ 6 ] depart from mount gilead: Here Gideon speaks according to 
the Torah. “If there is a man who is fearful and fainthearted, let 
him return to his house, lest his brethren’s heart melt as does his” 
(Deuteronomy 20:8). And the Lord told Gideon to send them home 
early in the morning before the camp was awake so that those who 
remained would not jeer at those who departed. 
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the other.” There were three hundred 
men who lapped with their tongues, 
drawing their hands to their mouths. 
But all the rest of the people knelt 
down to drink water. And the Lord said 
to Gideon: “ With the three hundred 
men [8] who lapped will I save you 
an d deliver the Midianites into your 
hands. All the rest of the people shall 
go home.” And Gideon sent all the men 
of Israel home, but kept only the three 
hundred. 

THE DREAM 

the camp of Midian lay below him in 
the valley. On that same night the Lord 


said to him: “Go down into the Mid* 
ianite camp, you and your servant 
Purah, and you shall hear their talk. 
Then you will have the courage to at¬ 
tack the camp.” 

Gideon and his servant Purah went 
down to the outpost of the armed men 
who were lying along the valley like a 
swarm of locusts. Their camels could 
not be counted, like the sand which is 
at the seashore. When Gideon arrived 
there, he heard a man telling a dream 
to his fellow. He said: “I dreamt that a 
cake of barley bread [9] tumbled into 
the camp of Midian. When it reached 
a tent, it struck so hard that it fell and 
turned it upside down and it lay flat.” 


[7] every one who kneels down to drink: First, Gideon elimi¬ 
nates those who are fearful and afraid. Then he eliminates those 
who worshiped their reflections in the water. Those who kneeled 
Gideon knew to be reflection worshipers and he sent them away. 
And so Gideon was left with the righteous and the pious. With those 
remaining three hundred, the Lord would save Israel. 

[8] with the three hundred men: The Rabbis understood this to 
mean that God intended that the warrior should not become a hero 
and an example to Jews. Those who have faith in the Lord will 
stand fast in His stead. The number of Gideon’s host therefore mat¬ 
tered little. 

[9] a cake of barley bread: The barley loaf is a circular flat cake 
baked on hot stones. It was the food of the humble and the poor. 
Eating the barley loaf showed in what dire straits the Israelites were 
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His fellow answered and said: “This is 
nothing else but the sword of Gideon, 
and that God has delivered all Midian 
into his hand.” 

As soon as Gideon heard the dream 
and its interpretation, he bowed in 
prayer, and he then returned to his 
camp and said to his men: “Arise! The 
Lord has delivered into your hand the 
host of Midian. ” 

Then Gideon divided the three hun¬ 
dred men into three companies, and he 
placed Shofars in the hands of all of 
them, and empty pitchers, and torches 
in the pitchers. And he said to them: 
“Watch me and do likewise. As I come 
to the outskirts of the camp, I will blow 
the Shofar. You too will blow your 
Shofars and cry out: ‘For the Lord and 
Gideon/ ” 

And Gideon and the hundred men 
who were with him came to the out¬ 
skirts of the camp at the beginning of 
the middle watch, and they blew the 
Shofars and broke the pitchers that 
were in their hands. And the three 
companies blew the Shofars, smashed 
the pitchers; held the torches in their 


left hands and the Shofars to blow in 
their right hands, and they cried: ‘The 
sword for the Lord and Gideon!” 

Every man stood in his place around 
the camp, and they blew the three hun¬ 
dred Shofars. And throughout the whole 
camp the Lord set the Midianites fight¬ 
ing one against another. The entire host 
fled as far as Tabbath. And the men of 
Naphtali, Asher and Manasseh gath¬ 
ered and pursued after Midian. 

Gideon sent messengers through the 
hill country of Ephraim saying: “Come 
down against the Midianites, and seize 
the waters as far as Beth-barah and the 
Jordan.” So all the men of Ephraim 
gathered together and seized the streams 
as far as Beth-barah and the Jordan. 
And they captured the two princes of 
Midian, Oreb and Zeeb, and killed 
both of them. 

THE END OF THE WAR 

and the men of Ephraim said to Gid¬ 
eon: “Why did you not call us when 
you went to fight against Midianr*” And 
they rebuked him sharply. 


because of their enemies. But the barley cake also was symbolic of 
the few in Israel who remained true to the simple strong traditions 
of the Hebrews. The tent is the symbol of the nomadic Midianite 
invaders. The dream prophesied truly that the barley loaf of Israel 
would overthrow the tents of Midian. 
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And he answered them: “What have also your grandson, for you saved us 

I done in comparison with you? The from the hand of Midian.” And Gideon 

gleaning of Ephraim [10] is better than said to them: “I will not rule over you, 

the vintage of Abiezer. God has deliv- neither shall my son rule over you. The 

ered into your hand the two princes of Lord shall rule over you! ” 

Midian. What is my achievement com- Gideon returned home, and he had 

pared to yours?" When they heard what seventy sons, for he had many wives, 

he said their anger abated. His concubine in Shechem bore him a 

So Midian was subdued by Israel, son, and he called his name Abimelech. 

and they never raised their head again. And Gideon died at a good old age and 

And the people of Israel said to Gideon: was buried in Ophrah. The country was 

“Rule over us, you, then your son and at peace for forty years. 

[10] the gleaning of Ephraim: The figure of speech means that 
“the weakest of the Ephraimites is better than the strongest of the 
Abiezerites." The tribe of Ephraim had grown angry and its leaders 
thought they had been ignored by Gideon, who came from a poor 
family of the tribe of Manasseh. To avoid further dispute, Gideon 
placated the anger of the Ephraimites by magnifying their achieve¬ 
ment in war and speaking of his own part as insignificant. Gideon 
knew that “A soft answer turns away wrath" (Proverbs 15:1) and 
he wanted to avoid the war of brother against brother. 




6« JUDGES [8-1 o] 


ABIMELECH 

and it was as soon as Gideon died 
that the Israelites again went astray 
after the Baalim, and they made Baal- 
berith their god. The Israelites forgot 
the Lord their God who had delivered 
them out of the hand of their enemies. 
Neither were they kind [i] to the fam¬ 


ily of Jerubbaal, in return for all the 
good he had rendered to Israel. 

Then Abimelech, the son of Jerubbaal, 
went to Shechem, to his mother’s kins¬ 
men, and he spoke to his mother’s 
whole family: “Speak, please, to the 
men of Shechem: TVhich is better for 
you, to have seventy men rule over you, 
all the sons of Jerubbaal, or to have one 


[i] neither were they kind: Why are ingratitude and idolatry 
spoken of together as if they were the same sin? Because ingratitude 
and idolatry go together; and only faith in God is proof against both. 
The Rabbis tell us that Israel’s ingratitude to the house of Gideon 
was like ingratitude to the Lord. This the Israelites did when they 
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JUDGES 9:2-7 


man rule over you?' And also, remem¬ 
ber, that I am your bone and flesh." 

And his mother's kinsmen spoke of 
him to all the men of Shechem, and 
their hearts inclined to follow Abi- 
melech, because they said: "He is our 
brother." So they gave him seventy 
pieces of silver from the temple of Baal- 
berith. With them Abimelech hired 
worthless and reckless men who fol¬ 
lowed him. He went to his father's 
house in Ophrah, and slew his brothers, 


the sons of Jerubbaal, seventy of them, 
upon one stone. Only Jotham, the 
youngest of Jerubbaal, escaped, because 
he hid himself. 

Then all the people of Shechem and 
all Beth-millo assembled together and 
made Abimelech [2] king by the oak of 
the pillar that was by Shechem. 

jotham's parable 

when jotham was told of this, he 


permitted Abimelech to murder the children of their benefactor 
Gideon. They refused to remember all Gideon had done in their 
behalf. To fail to show gratitude to Gideon, therefore, was to deny 
their history. Our Sages understood this to mean that the Israelites 
had forgotten what the Lord had done in their behalf in the past 
ever since He had led them out of Egypt. Ingratitude was thereby 
idolatry and the Israelites had thus forsaken the ways of the Lord. 

[2] abimelech: Abimelech was one of the judges who helped to 
save Israel. In the three years he ruled, Israel was not oppressed by 
its enemies. As the son of Gideon, Abimelech had the right to rule 
and might have ruled for a long time, even established a dynasty, 
had he not been evil and greedy. He murdered his brothers and 
unjustly took money from the people. For this he came to an un¬ 
timely and ignoble death, and was unworthy of being a judge. He 
was allowed to rule for three years because of the merit of his father, 
Gideon, who was modest, humble and honest, and when the Israel¬ 
ites offered him the crown, he refused it, saying: "I will not rule over 
you, neither shall my son rule over you: the Lord shall rule over 
you. Because of this the Lord said: "I do swear that one of your sons 
will rule for at least three years." 
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went and stood on the top of Mount 
Gerizim, and lifting up his voice he 
called out: “Listen to me, you men of 
Shechem, so that God may listen to 
you. The trees once set out to anoint a 
king over them, and they said to the 
olive tree: ‘Reign over us!’ But the olive 
tree said: ‘Should I leave my rich soil 
with which they honor God and men, 
to hold sway over the trees?’ 

“So the trees said to the fig tree: 
‘Come, rule over us!’ But the fig tree 
said: ‘Should I leave my sweetness and 
good fruit to hold sway over the trees?’ 

“Then the trees said to the vine: 
‘Come and reign over us!’ But the vine 
said: ‘Should I leave my wine which 
cheers God and men, to hold sway over 
the trees?’ 

“Then the trees said to the bramble: 
‘Come, rule over us!’ And the bramble 
said to the trees: ‘If in truth you anoint 
me king over you, come and take shel¬ 
ter in my shade. But if not, let fire come 
out of the bramble and consume the 
cedars of Lebanon!’ 

“Now,” continued Jotham, “my father 
fought for you, risked his life and de¬ 
livered you from the hand of Midian, 
and you have risen up against my 
father’s family and have slain his sons, 
seventy upon one stone. Then you made 
Abimelech, the son of his maidservant, 
king over you. Now, if you did this 
thing because he is your kinsman and 


in good faith, then rejoice in Abimelech 
and let him rejoice in you. But if not, 
let fire come out from Abimelech and 
devour the men of Shechem and Beth- 
millo, and let fire come out from the 
men of Shechem and Beth-millo and 
devour Abimelech.” 

Jotham ran away, and fled to Beer in 
fear of his brother Abimelech. 

WAR BETWEEN SHECHEM AND 

ABIMELECH 

abimelech ruled over Israel three years. 
God sent an evil spirit between Abi¬ 
melech and the men of Shechem, and 
the men of Shechem revolted against 
Abimelech, so that the murder of the 
seventy sons of Gideon might be laid 
upon Abimelech, who had killed them, 
and also upon the men of Shechem 
who aided him in killing his brothers. 
And Gaal, the son of Ebed, came with 
his kinsmen to Shechem. The men of 
Shechem put their trust in him. They 
went out to the field and gathered their 
vineyards and trod their grapes and they 
made joyful feasts. They went into the 
temple of their god and ate and drank 
and they cursed Abimelech. And Gaal 
said to them: “Who is Abimelech, that 
we should serve him?” 

When Zebul, the governor of the 
city, heard what Gaal said, he sent mes¬ 
sengers to Abimelech and told him: “Let 
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Abimelech gather all his troops and 
come out to fight/' 

So Abimelech and all the people with 
him rose up by night, and lay in wait 
in four companies. In the morning, 
Gaal stood at the city gates, and Abi¬ 
melech and the people with him rose 
from the lying in wait. When Gaal saw 
it, he said to Zebul: “Look, there are 
people coming down from the tops of 
the mountains.” Zebul answered him: 
“You see the shadows of the mountains 
as though they were men.” And Gaal 
said again, “But look, there are people 
coming down from the highest moun¬ 
tain, and another company is coming 
by way of Elon-meonenim.” Then Zebul 
said: “Where is your mouth now, that 
you said, Who is Abimelech, that we 
should serve him?’ Go out now and 
fight with him.” And Gaal led the men 
of Shechem and fought against Abi¬ 
melech. Abimelech defeated Gaal and 
he fled Shechem before him and many 
fell slain. And the next day Abimelech 
fought against the city and captured it. 
He razed all of the city and sowed it 
with salt. 

THE TOWER OF SHECHEM 

when all the men of the Tower of 
Shechem heard of this, they barricaded 
themselves in the fortress of the temple 
of El-berith. So Abimelech and his peo- 


judges 9:32, 34-40, 42, 45-46, 48-57 

pie went up to Mount Zalmon, and he 
took an axe in his hand and cut down 
a branch from a tree, and put it on his 
shoulder. Then he said to the people 
who were with him: “Hurry and do 
just as you saw me do.” So all the 
people likewise cut down branches 
and followed Abimelech. They put the 
branches around the tower and set it on 
fire, and all the people of the Tower of 
Shechem perished. 

THE DEATH OF ABIMELECH 

then abimelech went to Thebez, be¬ 
sieged it and captured it. There was a 
strong tower in the city, and all the 
men and women fled into it. Abimelech 
came to the tower to attack it. As he 
reached the doorway of the tower in 
order to burn it, a woman threw an 
upper millstone [3] at Abimelech’s head 
and split his skull. Abimelech called 
hastily to the young man who bore his 
arms and said to him: “Draw your 
sword and kill me, lest men say of me, 
a woman killed him.” His young man 
stabbed him and he died. 

When the men of Israel saw that 
Abimelech was dead, they went each 
to his home. Thus God requited the 
wickedness of Abimelech which he had 
done to his father, killing his seventy 
brothers. Also the wickedness of the 
men of Shechem did God requite upon 
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their heads so that the curse of Jotham 
descended upon them. 

THE ISRAELITES IN DISTRESS 

the Israelites again did evil in the 
eyes of the Lord. They served the 
Baalim, the Ashtaroth and other strange 
gods. They forsook the Lord and did 
not serve Him. And the anger of God 
was kindled against Israel, and He gave 
them over into the hands of the Phil¬ 
istines and the Ammonites, who op¬ 
pressed the Israelites for eighteen years. 
The Israelites cried to the Lord, saying: 
“We have sinned against Thee, for we 
have forsaken our God and served the 
Baalim.” 

And the Lord said to the Israelites: 
“Did I not deliver you from the Egyp¬ 
tians and from the Amorites, from the 
Ammonites and the Philistines? And 


when the nations oppressed you, you 
cried to Me and I rescued you from 
their hand. And yet you forsook Me 
and served other gods, so I will save 
you no more. Go, wail to the gods 
whom you have chosen! Let them res¬ 
cue you in the time of your trouble!” 

And the Israelites said unto the Lord: 
“We have sinned. Do unto us as Thou 

dost desire, only rescue us, we pray, this 

. • » 

time. 

They put away the strange gods from 
among them, and served the Lord, so 
He would no longer bear the misery of 
Israel. 

Then the Ammonites gathered to¬ 
gether and camped in Gilead and the 
Israelites in Mizpah. Now the princes 
of Gilead said one to another: “The 
man who will lead us in the war against 
the Ammonites shall be the head of all 
the inhabitants of Gilead.” 


[3] an upper millstone: Abimelech was punished “measure for 
measure.” Because he had killed his brothers, seventy of them on one 
stone, so too was he killed by a single stone. Because he was a fierce 
and bloodthirsty warrior, the unworthy son of a judge, so was he 
brought low by an ordinary woman’s hand and her common house¬ 
hold millstone. Because he was a conqueror of great cities, so was 
he finally defeated by a small town. 
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JEPHTHAH 

jephthah, the Gileadite, was a mighty 
warrior, but he was the son of a woman 
of a different tribe. Gilead was the 
father of Jephthah, but when his wife’s 


sons had grown up they said to Jeph¬ 
thah: “You shall not inherit anything 
in our father’s house, for you are the 
son of another woman.” And Jephthah 
fled from his brothers, [1] and settled 
in the land of Tob. And there gathered 


[1] fled from his brothers: Jephthah’s mother came from a dif¬ 
ferent tribe than his father. In those days it was considered improper 
to marry out of one’s tribe. Jephthah’s father had taken his first wife 
from his own tribe. When the sons of the first wife grew up they 
drove Jephthah out, after his father had died, refusing to give him 
his part of the inheritance. This was contrary to the law of the 
Torah which decreed that a son is the legitimate heir whether his 
mother is from the same trib.e or not. But the elders of Gilead did 
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around him dispossessed men who fol¬ 
lowed him. 

When the Ammonites made war 
against Israel, the elders of Israel went 
into the land of Tob, and said to Jeph- 
thah: “Come, and be our chief, so that 
we may fight the Ammonites.” 

Jephthah said: “Did you not hate 
me [2] and drive me out of my father's 
house? Why then have you come to me 
now, when vou are in trouble?” 

___y_ 

The elders said to Jephthah: “[True, 
we have wronged you,] but now we turn 
to you, that you may be our leader, to 
come with us and fight against the 
Ammonites.” 

And Jephthah said: “If you bring me 
back home to fight against the Am¬ 
monites and the Lord does deliver them 
to me, I will remain your leader.” 


And the elders of Gilead said: “The 
Lord shall be witness between us, if we 
do not just as you say.” 

Jephthah went with the elders of 
Gilead and the people made him chief 
over them, and they made a vow before 
the Lord in Mizpah. Then Jephthah 
sent messengers to the king of Ammon, 
saying: “As I have not sinned against 
you, you do me wrong to come to war 
against my land. Let the Lord be judge 
this day between the children of Israel 
and the children of Ammon!” 

But the king of the Ammonites would 
not listen to his words. Then the spirit 
of the Lord came upon Jephthah, so he 
crossed to Gilead [and collected troops], 
and he came to Mizpah. He made a 
vow to the Lord, saying: “If You will 
indeed deliver the Ammonites into my 


not right the wrong done to Jephthah. Thus, when war broke out 
and they came to seek his help, Jephthah refused them because of 
the wrong done him. But when the people chose him to be chief 
over them, Jephthah relented. 

did you not hate me?: Why did Jephthah rebuff the elders 
who came to ask him to be their leader? Rabbi Jonah of Gerona 
explains that if a man wrongs his fellow man and then, when he is 
in trouble, comes and apologizes, humbles himself because he needs 
the man he has wronged, then the wronged man will find that an 
even greater insult and more painful wrong has been done him than 
before. As Jephthah said, “Why did you come to me when you are 
in distress?” 

UT)H 
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JUDGES 11:30-38 


hand, [3] then whatsoever comes from 
the doors of my house to meet me shall 
be the Lord’s/' [4] 

And Jephthah crossed over to the 
Ammonites to fight against them, and 
the Lord delivered them into his hand. 
Thus were the Ammonites subdued by 
the Israelites. 

jephthah’s daughter 

then jephthah went home to Mizpah, 
and his daughter came out to meet him 
with timbrels and with dances. She was 


his only child. When he saw her, he 
tore his clothes and cried out: “Alas, 
my daughter, you have struck me down 
and brought calamity upon me! For I 
made a vow to the Lord.” 

And she said: “My father, do to me 
according to that which has come out 
of your mouth, since the Lord has given 
you vengeance on your enemies. But, 
let me wander [5] for two months upon 
the mountains and bewail my maiden¬ 
hood, I and my companions.” 

And he said: “Go!” And he sent her 
away for two months. And she and her 


[3] jephthah’s vow: The Rabbis declare that the Lord neither 
wished Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, nor Jephthah to sacrifice his 
daughter. The Lord does not need or want human sacrifices. Because 
Jephthah’s vow was so rash, calamity befell him. Even more repug¬ 
nant than his vow was his willingness to sacrifice his daughter. The 
Rabbis protested that Jephthah’s vow and sacrifice were against the 
teaching of the Torah. Jephthah’s actions are the result of over¬ 
zealousness and stubborn pride. 

[4] shall be the lord’s: Which is more important, the Rabbis 
asked, a good heart or knowledge of the Torah? And they answered 
that even if a man try to be righteous, if he is not learned in the 
Torah, he may actually destroy life. Though Jephthah was full of 
zeal for the Lord, he had been an outcast and he did not know the 
Torah and the story of Abraham and Isaac. 

[5] let me wander: Jephthah’s daughter tried to reason with her 
father. She said: “It is written in the Torah that if a man wishes to 

.fias? 
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companions went to bewail her maiden¬ 
hood on the mountains. Then she re¬ 
turned to her father, and he did to her 
as he had vowed. [6] She never married. 

And it became a custom in Israel for 
the maidens of Israel to lament the 
daughter of Jephthah for four days in 
the year. [7] 


CIVIL WAR 

the men of Ephraim gathered together, 
went northward, and said to Jephthah: 
“Why did you go to fight against the 
Ammonites and did not call us to go 
with you? We will burn your house 
down on you." 


make a sacrifice, then he should take from his herds or flocks/' 

Jephthah answered, “My daughter, I did swear!” 

“Remember Jacob,” she said. “He promised to give the Lord a 
tenth of all he should gain. He had twelve sons but did not attempt 
to sacrifice one of them.” But Jephthah would not heed her. 

The Zayit Raanan declares: No Sanhedrin would have allowed 
Jephthah’s vow to stand. What if his whole family had come forth 
to greet him? Would he have sacrificed them all, mother and child, 
servants and relatives? 

[6] as he had vowed: The Midrash tells us that Phinehas, the 
High Priest, could have absolved Jephthah from his oath so that 
Jephthah's daughter would go free. But both men stood on their 
pride. Jephthah said, “I am a judge and a general. I have saved 
Israel. Let Phinehas come before me.” And Phinehas said, “I am the 
High Priest, the son of the High Priest. This man is a common 
upstart. Let him come before me.” And so between their two prides 
the maiden perished. 

[7] four days in the year: Some of our Sages say that Jephthah 
did not sacrifice his daughter but only sent her into seclusion. She 
was kept from a normal woman's life and devoted to the service of 
the Lord. And, therefore, every year the daughters of Israel came 
for four days to comfort her. 
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Jephthah said: “I and my people were 
in a great war with the Ammonites. I 
called on you, but you did not come 
[81 to help me. When I saw that you 
did not come, I risked my life and 
crossed over against the Ammonites, and 
the Lord delivered them in my hand. 
Why then do you come to make war 
against me?” 

The Ephraimites answered: “You Gil¬ 
eadites are no more than the deserters 
of the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh.” 

And Jephthah gathered together all 
the men of Gilead, and fought with 


Ephraim and defeated them. Then the 
Gileadites seized the fords of the Jor¬ 
dan. When any of the fugitive of Eph¬ 
raim said, “Let me cross over,” the 
Gileadites said to him: “Are you an 
Ephraimite?” If he said, “No,” they said 
to him: “Say now ‘Shibboleth.’” He 
would say “Sibboleth,” for he could not 
pronounce it correctly. Then they seized 
him and slew him at the fords of the 
Jordan. 

Jephthah judged Israel for six years. 
He died, and was buried in one of the 
cities of Gilead. 


[8 ] you did not come: The same pride and stubbornness Phinehas 
and Jephthah showed in dealing with Jephthah’s vow to sacrifice his 
daughter, they both displayed in dealing with Ephraim. When the 
Ephraimites threatened to burn Jephthah’s house down over his head, 
Phinehas, the High Priest, should have rebuked the proud Ephraim¬ 
ites and said, “You did not intercede in behalf of Jephthah’s daugh¬ 
ter, but you are ready to go to war for an imagined affront.” 
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8* JUDGE* [13-15] 


THE BIRTH OF SAMSON 

and the Israelites again did evil in 
the eves of the Lord. And the Lord 

J 

delivered them into the hand of the 
Philistines for forty years. 


And there was a man in Zorah, of the 
family of the tribe of Dan, whose name 
was Manoah. His wife was barren and 
childless. And an angel of the Lord 
appeared to the woman and said to her: 
“You are barren and childless; [1] but 


[1] you are barren and childless: Our Rabbis said that for the 
sake of peace, one may use a deceptive utterance. Thus, when the 
angel spoke to Zelalponit, he said to her: “You are barren and child¬ 
less.” But when he spoke to her husband the angel did not say that 
his wife was barren because this might destroy their domestic peace. 
Instead the angel told him, “Let the woman abstain from everything 
I said.” That meant that though Manoah’s wife had borne him no 
children she was not barren. There were means to cure her. 
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you shall conceive and bear a son. 
Therefore, be careful not to drink wine 
or any strong drink, nor eat any unclean 
thing. When the son is bom, no razor 
shall be used on his head, for the child 
shall be a Nazirite to God from his 
birth. And he shall begin to deliver 
Israel from the Philistines/’ 

Then the woman came to her hus¬ 
band and said to him: “A man of God 
came to me, and his appearance was 
like an angel of the Lord, great and 
awful. I did not ask him where he came 
from, neither did he tell me his name.” 

Then Manoah prayed to the Lord, 
and said: “Hear me, O Lord, let the 
man of God whom Thou didst send 
come to us again, and teach us to what 
to do for the boy that shall be born.” 

And God heeded Manoah. And the 
angel of God came again to the woman 


as she sat in the field. And she ran and 
told her husband that the man appeared 
to her again. And Manoah arose and 
went after his wife, and came to the 
man and said, “When your words are 
fulfilled, how shall we act toward the 
child?” 

And the angel of the Lord said: “The 
woman must abstain from everything of 
which I spoke to her. She shall not 
drink any wine or strong drink, nor eat 
any unclean thing.” 

And Manoah said: “Let us detain 
you, that we may prepare a lamb for 
you to eat.” 

And the angel said: “Though you 
detain me, I will not eat [2] of your 
food; and if you prepare a burnt-offer¬ 
ing, you must offer it to the Lord!” 

Manoah did not know that the man 
was an angel of the Lord, and he said: 


[2] 1 will not eat: When the angels appear to Abraham to an¬ 
nounce the birth of Isaac, they accept the food which Abraham 
himself set before them. The Rabbis said that this was because 
Abraham’s hospitality was being put to the test. The angels appear 
to him as wayfarers and impart their message to him only after he 
has proved his welcome. The angel Pahadiel who appears to Manoah 
was immediately recognized as divine and had no need to accept 
food. Moreover, if the angel should now accept food, it would seem 
to be in compensation for the prophecy which he had brought to 
Manoah and therefore he declines. A prophet is not to be paid for 
his prophecy. 
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“What is your name, so that we may 
honor you when your words are ful¬ 
filled?” 

And the angel said: “Why do you 
ask my name? For it is hidden.” [3] 

So Manoah took the lamb and the 
meal-offering, and offered them upon 
the rock to the Lord. Then flame came 
out of the rock, and the flame went up 
toward heaven, and the angel ascended 
in the flame. 

When Manoah and his wife saw it, 
they fell upon their faces to the ground. 
And Manoah said to his wife: “We will 
surely die because we have seen God.” 

But his wife said: “If the Lord meant 
to kill us, He would not have told us 
such things as these.” 

And the woman gave birth to a son 
and called him Samson. The boy grew 
and the Lord blessed him. And the 
spirit of the Lord [4] began to move 
him, between Zorah and Eshtaol. 


SAMSON WEDS A PHILISTINE 

WOMAN 

and samson went down to Timnah and 
there he saw a woman, a daughter of 
the Philistines. He came back and said 
to his father and mother: “I have seen 
a woman in Timnah, a Philistine. Now, 
get her for me as a wife.” 

And his father and mother said: “Is 
there no woman among the daughters 
of our kinsmen, or among all our peo¬ 
ple, that you must take a wife from 
the Philistines?” 

And Samson said to his father: “Get 
her for me, for she is the one that 
pleases me.” And his father and mother 
did not know that it was at the instiga¬ 
tion of the Lord that Samson should 
have occasion to quarrel [5] with the 
Philistines. At that time the Philistines 
ruled over Israel. 

Then Samson and his father and 


[3] for it is hidden: The angel said to Manoah: My name is with¬ 
out meaning to you. The Lord’s messengers are embodied in differ¬ 
ent forms, as wind or fire, or any living thing according to the Lord’s 
desire and as the occasion requires. 

[4] the spirit of the lord: When the spirit of the Lord filled 
Samson, he ran so fast that his hair sang in the wind and could be 
heard from a great distance. It was then too that Samson uprooted 
the mountains between Zorah and Eshtaol and ground them to 
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mother went down to Timnah. As they 
came to the vineyards there, a young 
lion came roaring toward him. And the 
spirit of the Lord came upon Samson 
and he tore the lion as one would have 
torn a lamb. He had nothing in his 
hand, and he did not tell [6] his father 
and mother what he had done. And he 
went down and talked with the woman, 
and she pleased Samson well. 


After a while, Samson returned with 
his father and mother to marry and 
turned aside to see the carcass of the 
lion. There was a swarm of bees and 
honey inside the body of the lion. So 
he scraped it out in his hand, and ate it 
as he went. He went to his father and 
mother and he gave them some to eat, 
but he did not tell them whence it 
came. 


powder one against the other. And, the Rabbis tell us, lest you 
wonder at such feats, remember that the width of Samson's shoulders 
was the width of the gates of Gaza. When the Lord was with him, 
Samsons's strength was beyond compare. 

[5] occasion to quarrel: In Samson’s time the Israelites were not 
strong enough to make war against the Philistines. Samson therefore 
sought an occasion to attack them for a personal affront but not as 
a representative of Israel. He did that so that when he afflicted the 
Philistines, he would not bring reprisals down on the heads of his 
people. In that way Samson protected Israel in his generation. 

[6] he did not tell: How can Samson be accompanied by his 
parents without their knowing that he slew the lion? Samson and 
his parents walked together until they came to the vineyards of 
Timnah. Manoah and his wife wanted to take the shortest route 
through the vineyards but Samson would not. He was a Nazirite 
and therefore expressly forbidden in the vineyards. The Nazirite is 
cautioned: “Keep away, go round about, approach not the vineyard” 
(Y’vamot 46a), and also, “Take a circuitous route, O Nazirite, but 
do not approach the vineyard” (Shabbat 13a). Therefore Samson 
walked around the vineyards and was then confronted by the lion 
while his parents went directly through the vineyards. 
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And Samson made a feast, for so the 
bridegrooms used to do. And the bride’s 
family brought thirty companions to be 
with him. And Samson said: “Let me 
now ask you a riddle. If you will tell 
me the answer within the seven days of 
the feast, I will give you thirty linen 
robes and thirty festal garments, but if 
you are unable to tell me the solution, 
then vou must give me thirty linen 
robes and thirty festal garments.” 

And they said: “Propose your riddle 
so we may hear it.” 

And he said: “Out of the eater came 
forth food; out of the strong came forth 
sweetness.” 

They could not solve the riddle in 
three days. They said to Samson’s wife: 
“Persuade your husband to tell you the 
meaning of the riddle, or we will burn 
you and your father’s house with fire. 
Did you invite us here to impoverish 
us altogether?” 

And Samson’s wife wept before him, 
and said: “You do not love me at all. 
You proposed a riddle to my people, 
and you did not tell me the solution.” 

And he said: “I have not told mv 
father and mother; shall I tell you?” 

And she wept before him the re¬ 
mainder of the seven days of the feast. 
On the seventh day because she pressed 
him hard he told it to her. And she told 
the riddle to her people. And on the 
seventh day, before the sun went down, 


the men of the city said to him: “What 

✓ 

is sweeter than honey? And what is 
stronger than a lion?” 

And he answered them: “If you had 
not plowed with my heifer, you would 
not have found out my riddle.” 

And the spirit of the Lord came upon 
him, and he went to Ashkelon and 
smote thirty of the Philistines; and he 
took their garments and gave the gar¬ 
ments to those who solved the riddle. 
Then he went up to his father’s house 
in great anger. And Samson’s wife was 
given to one of his companions. 

SAMSON TAKES REVENGE 

at the time of the wheat harvest Sam¬ 
son went to visit his wife, with a pres¬ 
ent, a kid. And he said: “I want to go 
in to my wife, in her chamber.” But her 
father would not let him go in. Her 
father said: “I thought you hated her, 
so I gave her to one of your companions. 
Now, is not her younger sister more 
beautiful than she? Take her instead.” 

And Samson said: “This time will I 
surely be innocent of sin if I do harm 
to the Philistines.” And Samson went 
and caught three hundred foxes. And 
he tied them tail to tail and he put 
torches between each two tails. Then 
he set the torches on fire, and let the 
foxes loose in the standing grain of the 
Philistines. It burnt up both the shocks 
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and the standing grain, and also the 
oliveyards. 

The Philistines asked: “Who has done 
this?” And they said: “Samson, the son- 
in-law of the Timnite, because he took 
his wife and gave her to his compan¬ 
ion.” And the Philistines came and 
burnt her and the house of her father. 

And Samson said to them: “If this is 
the manner in which you act, I will 
take my revenge on you.” He smote 
them hip and thigh with great slaugh¬ 
ter, and he went down and dwelt in the 
cleft of the rock of Etam. 

Then the Philistines went up and 
camped in Judah, and they spread them¬ 
selves around Lehi. And the men of 
Judah said: “Why have you come 
against us?” And they said: “To bind 
Samson, to do to him as he has done 
to us.” 

Then three thousand men of Judah 
went down to the cleft of the rock, and 
they said to Samson: “Do you not know 
that the Philistines are rulers over us? 


What have you done unto us?” And he 
said: “As they did to me, so I have done 
to them.” 

And they said to him: “We have 
come down to bind you, to deliver you 
into the hand of the Philistines.” 

And Samson said: “Swear to me that 
you yourselves will not assail me. And 
they said to him: “We will only bind 
you fast, and deliver you into their 
hand.” And they bound him with two 
new ropes, and brought him up from 
the rock. 

When they brought him to Lehi, the 
Philistines shouted. And the spirit of 
the Lord came upon him, and the ropes 
upon his arms became as flax that has 
caught fire; and his bonds melted from 
his hands. And he found a fresh jaw¬ 
bone of an ass. He took it and felled a 
thousand men. Then Samson said: 

“With the jawbone of an ass, heaps 
upon heaps, 

With the jawbone of an ass I 
have felled a thousand men.” 
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THE GATES OF GAZA 

and samson went to Gaza and saw 
there a woman, an innkeeper, and he 
went to her. And it was told to the 
Gazites: “Samson has come here/' They 
lay in wait for him at the gate of the 
city, and they whispered to each other. 
"We will wait till the morning light. 
Then we will kill him.” 

And Samson lay till midnight. Then 
he arose and took hold of the doors of 
the gate of the city and the two posts; 


pulled them up, bar and all, and put 
them upon his shoulders, and carried 
them to the top of the mountain that 
faces Hebron. 


SAMSON AND DELILAH 

and it was after this that he loved a 
woman of the valley of Sorek whose 
name was Delilah. And the lords of the 
Philistines came and said to her: “En¬ 
tice him and find out wherein his great 
strength [i] lies, and how we can over- 


[i] his great strength: If Samson's great strength came from the 
Lord, why did he fall prey to Delilah? Samson had used Philistine 
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power him, bind him and subdue him. 
We will give you, every one of us, 
eleven hundred pieces of silver.’ 

And Delilah said to Samson: ‘‘Tell 
me wherein lies your great strength, 
and with wh at can you be bound to 
subdue you?” 

And Samson answered: “If they bind 
me with seven fresh bowstrings that 
were not dried, then I shall become 
weak and be as any other man.” 

And the lords of the Philistines 
brought up to her seven fresh bow¬ 
strings which had not been dried, and 
she bound him with them. And she had 
men lying in wait in the chamber. And 
she said: “The Philistines are upon you, 
Samson!” And he broke the bowstrings 
as a string of tow snaps when it touches 
fire. So the source of his strength was 
not discovered. 

And Delilah said: “You have mocked 
me and told me lies. Now do tell me 
with what can you be bound?” And he 
said: “If you bind me with new ropes 
with which no work has been done, 


then I shall become weak like any other 
man.” And Delilah took new ropes and 
bound him with them. The men were 
lying in wait in the next chamber. And 
she said to Samson: “The Philistines are 
upon you, Samson!” And he broke the 
new ropes off his arms like thread. 

And Delilah said to Samson: “Up till 
now you have mocked me and told me 
lies. Tell me with what you can be 
bound?” And he said: “If you weave 
the seven locks of my head into the web 
and you fasten it with the pin.” So 
when he was asleep she wove the seven 
locks of his head into the web and 
fastened it with the pin, and she said: 
“The Philistines are upon you, Sam¬ 
son!” And he awoke out of his sleep 
and pulled out the pin of the loom and 
the web. 

And she said: “How can you say that 
you love me when your heart is not 
with me? You have mocked me three 
times and you did not tell me wherein 
lies your great strength.” 

She pressed him daily with her words 


women as the pretext to attack the Philistines, but his passions 
blinded him to his purpose. He let his passion for Delilah cause 
him to betray his trust as a judge and as a Nazirite. Because of that 
Delilah was able to bind him and betray him to his enemies. As 
Samson had used the Philistine women as a trap, now he was in 
turn trapped by a Philistine woman. 
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and urged him, until he was wearied to 
death. He told her his heart and said to 
her: “A razor has never been used upon 
my head, for I have been a Nazirite to 
God from my birth. If I were to be 
shaven, then my strength would go 
from me, and I would become weak, 
and be like any other man." 

When Delilah saw that he had told 
her the truth, she called for the lords 
of the Philistines, saying: “Come up, 
this once, for he has told me the truth." 
[2] So the lords of Philistines came to 
her and brought the money in their 
hands. 

Then Delilah made Samson sleep 
upon her knees, and she called for a 
man, and had the seven locks of his 
head shaven off and his strength left 
him. Then she said: “The Philistines 
are upon you, Samson." He awoke from 
his sleep and he said to himself, “I will 
go as I did before and shake myself 
free." But he did not know that the 
Lord departed from him. Then the Phil¬ 
istines seized him and put out his eyes, 
and brought him down to Gaza. They 


bound him with brass chains and made 
him grind com in the prison house. 

LET ME DIE WITH THE 

PHILISTINES 

and the hair on Samson’s head began 
to grow again. The lords of the Philis¬ 
tines gathered to offer a great sacrifice 
to Dagon, their god, and rejoiced; for 
they said: “Our god has delivered Sam¬ 
son, our enemy, into our hand." 

And it was when the people became 
merry they said: “Call for Samson, that 
he may be a laughing stock for us." 
They called Samson out of the prison 
and he was a laughing stock for them. 
Then they put him between the pillars. 

And Samson said to the lad who held 
his hand: “Let me feel the pillars on 
which the house is supported, that I 
may lean upon them." And the house 
was full of men and women, and the 
lords of Philistines were there. There 
were upon the roof about three thou¬ 
sand men and women, looking on while 
Samson was a laughing stock. 


[2] he has told me the truth: How did Delilah know that 
Samson was now telling her the truth about his great strength? Had 
he not lied to her before and laughed at her discomfiture? This 
time Samson spoke the Name of the Lord and Delilah knew that he 
would not take the Name of God in vain. 
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And Samson called to the Lord: 
“Lord, God, remember me and give me 
strength just this once, O God, so that 
I may be avenged of the Philistines for 
my two eyes.” And Samson grasped the 
two middle pillars on which the house 
was supported. And Samson said: “Let 
me die with the Philistines!” And he 
pushed with all his might. The house 


fell upon the lords and all the people 
who were in it. So those he killed at his 
death were more than those he killed 
during his life. 

Then his kinsmen and all his father s 
household came down and took him 
and brought him up, and buried him in 
the burying-place of Manoah, his father. 
And he judged Israel twenty years. [3] 


[3] and he judged Israel twenty years: The Rabbis asked why 
these words were repeated for did not Scripture say earlier that 
Samson had judged Israel for twenty years (15:20)? The Rabbis 
explained by saying that Samson judged Israel twenty years while 
he was alive and for a full twenty years after his death Samson’s 
influence remained. The Philistines still feared him and dared not 
oppress Israel until twenty years had passed. 
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THE PARENTS OF SAMUEL 

there was a man of Ramah, in the 
hill country of Ephraim, and his name 
was Elkanah. He had two wives. The 
name of one was Hannah and the other 


Peninnah. Peninnah had children but 
Hannah had none. 

And this man used to go [1] from his 
city from time to time to worship and 
sacrifice to the Lord in Shiloh. There 
the sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas 


[1] and this man used to GO: Elkanah was a man of great merit 
and his name was known in all Israel because of his pilgrimages. 
Four times a year Elkanah went up to the Tabernacle of Shiloh, 
three times as prescribed by the Torah, and once a year to fulfill his 
vow to sacrifice to the Lord. Each time he went he took a different 
route and stopped in different towns. He did this deliberately to 
bring more people to the service of the Lord. 

On his pilgrimages Elkanah took his wives, children and relatives, 
all of his household. No quarters were large enough to accommodate 
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were priests to the Lord. On the day 
that Elkanah sacrificed he gave portions 
to Peninnah his wife and all her sons 
and daughters, and to Hannah he gave 


a double portion, for he loved her, [2] 
though she was childless. 

And when Elkanah went up to sac¬ 
rifice, her rival taunted her, so that she 


such a large retinue so they lodged in tents in the town squares. 
There the people gathered to watch, asking: "Whither do you 
journey?" And Elkanah always answered: "To the Sanctuary in 
Shiloh from whence goes forth the Torah of the Lord and where 
we are taught to observe the Law and to perform the mitzvot. Join 
us so that you too will merit God’s grace." Because Elkanah was 
sincere and persuasive, many people responded and followed him to 
the Tabernacle at Shiloh. 

Soon Israel observed the three pilgrimages as prescribed by the 
Torah. They abandoned the worship of idols and began to cleave 
to the Lord. Then the Lord said: "Elkanah has turned the heart of 
My people away from idol worship and brought them near to Me. 
He merits to be the father of a son who will make the hearts of all 
Israel yearn for the Lord." 

[2] he loved her: Hannah was one of the seven prophetesses of 
Israel. She had been married to Elkanah for ten years but bore him 
no children. Because she wanted her beloved husband to have an 
heir, she insisted that Elkanah take a second wife, as was the custom 
in those times. Elkanah then took Peninnah who bore him a child 
every year. In time Peninnah began to look on the barren Hannah 
with disdain and often she taunted and mocked her. 

Hannah’s heart was heavy and full of sorrow and she poured out 
her heart in prayer before God. In her great grief she spoke rebel- 
liously to the Lord, saying, “Lord of the universe, You are like a 
king who has made a sumptuous banquet for hundreds of people. 
A poor and hungry man came and stood at the door asking for a 
crust of bread but the servants turned him away. The poor man then 
approached the king and said, *Your Majesty, your tables are laden 
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wept and could not eat. Then her hus¬ 
band Elkanah said to her: "Hannah, 
why do you weep and not eat? Why is 
your heart so sad? Am I not better to 
you than ten sons?” 

And after they ate and drank, Han¬ 
nah arose and stood before the Lord and 
prayed. She wept bitterly and vowed, 
"O Lord of hosts, if Thou wilt indeed 
look upon the affliction of Thy hand¬ 
maiden, and remember me, and give me 
a son, then I will give him to the Lord 
all the days of his life, and no razor 
shall come on his head.” 

And Eli, the priest, was sitting upon 
his seat by the doorposts of the temple 
of the Lord, and he watched her mouth. 
She prayed for a long time, speaking to 
herself. Only her lips moved, but her 
voice could not be heard. And Eli 
thought that she was drunk, and he 
said: "How long will you display your¬ 
self drunken? Put away your wine [and 
depart from the presence of the Lord].” 

And Hannah answered: "Do not take 
me for a worthless woman. I have drunk 
neither wine nor strong drink. I have 
poured out my heart before the Lord 
because I am a very unhappy woman.” 

And Eli answered her: "Go in peace, 


and may the God of Israel grant your 
petition.” 

So Hannah went her way, and she 
was not sad any longer. They rose early 
the next morning, and they worshiped 
before the Lord and returned to their 
home. 

THE BIRTH OF SAMUEL 

at the turn of the year Hannah bore 
a son, and she called him Samuel. 
Elkanah and all his house went up to 
offer to the Lord the yearly sacrifice, 
but Hannah did not go up, for she said 
to Elkanah: "When the child is weaned, 
then I shall bring him before the Lord, 
and he will remain there forever.” 

And Elkanah said to her: “Do what 
seems best to you.” 

Hannah waited and nursed her son 
until she weaned him. Then she took 
him up with her, along with a three- 
year-old bullock and an ephah of meal, 
and a skin of wine, and she brought 
him to the Lord’s house in Shiloh. And 
the boy was a real boy. After the bullock 
had been sacrificed, she brought the 
child to Eli, and said: "O my lord, I am 
the woman who stood here in your pres- 


with food, will you not spare a crust for a hungry man?’ So, Lord, 
look! Hosts come to Your Tabernacle; multitudes come up to Your 
Sanctuary in Shiloh. Cannot You spare a child also for me?” 
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I SAMUEL 1 : 26 - 28 ; 2 :i-II, 21 , I2-I4, 


ence praying to the Lord. For this child 
I prayed, and the Lord granted my peti¬ 
tion. So I have lent him to the Lord; 
as long as he lives he is set apart to the 
Lord/’ 

HANNAHS SONG OF THANKS 
and hannah prayed and said: 

“My heart is joyful with the Lord 

Th ere is none so holy as the Lord, 

Fo r there is none besides Thee; 

Neither is there a Rock like our 
God. 

Do not boast so proudly! 

Let no arrogance escape your 
mouth, 

For the Lord is a God of 
knowledge, 

And deeds are weighed by Him. 

The bows of mighty men are 
broken, 

And they that stumble are braced 
with strength. 

And they that were hungry have 
ceased to hunger, 

The barren has borne seven, 

She that had many is bereaved. 

The Lord puts to death and gives 
life; 

He brings down to the grave and 
brings up. 

The Lord makes poor and makes 
rich 


He humbles and exalts; 

He lifts up the needy from the 
refuse heap 

To make them sit with the noble 

And inherit the throne of glory. 

He guards the feet of His pious 
ones, 

And the wicked He puts to 
silence in darkness; 

For not by might shall men prevail. 

They that contend with the Lord 
shall be broken; 

Against them will He thunder in 
Heaven. 

The Lord judges to the very ends 
of the earth. 

Elkanah went to Ramah, to his house. 
And the Lord blessed Hannah and she 
became pregnant. She bore three sons 
and two daughters. And the boy Samuel 
grew in the service of the Lord. 

THE WICKEDNESS OF ELIS SONS 

the sons of Eli were base men. They 
cared not for the Lord, [nor the priests’ 
due from the people]. Whenever a man 
offered a sacrifice, the priest’s attendant 
would come with a three-pronged fork 
in his hand, and he would thrust it into 
the pot. All that the fork brought up 
would be taken for the priest. If the 
man said: “Let the fat be burned first, 
then take as much as you desire,” the 
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I SAMUEL 2:i6,22-23, 25 , 18 -I 9 , 2,6; 3 . I -5 

servant would say: “No, give it to me 
now, or I will take it by force." The 
sons also abused the women who assem¬ 
bled to pray at the door of the Sanc¬ 
tuary of the House of the Lord. 

Eli was very old and he heard all 
that his sons did to Israel, and he said 
to them: “Why do you do such things? 

I hear evil reports concerning you from 
all this people. If a man sins against 
another, God shall judge him. But if a 
man sins against the Lord, who shall 
entreat for him?” But his sons would 
not listen to their father. 

THE YOUNG SAMUEL 

samuel ministered before the Lord, 
girded with a linen ephod. His mother 
used to make a little robe which she 
brought to him year after year, when 


71 

she came up with her husband to offer 
the yearly sacrifice. The boy grew older 
and found favor with the Lord and with 
the Lord’s people. 

the call 

and the lad Samuel ministered to the 
Lord before Eli. The word of the Lord 
was rare in those days: there was no 
frequent vision. Eli’s eyes became so 
dim that he could not see. And it hap¬ 
pened that Eli lay down in his place, 
and the lamp of God had not yet gone 
out, and Samuel lay down to sleep in 
the Sanctuary of the Lord, where the 
Ark of God was. And the Lord called 
[3] to Samuel. And he said: “Here I 
am,” and he ran to Eli and said, “Here 
I am, for you called me.” 

And he said: “I did not call; lie down 


[3] the lord called: When the Lord first revealed Himself to 
Samuel in the Sanctuary at Shiloh, Samuel was young and innocent, 
like a “naive calf.” Samuel thought the Lord revealed Himself only 
in thunder and lightning, in storm and earthquake. When Samuel 
heard an ordinary voice, he did not suspect it was the Lord who 
spoke to him. Even after Eli had implied that it was the Lord calling 
him and had instructed him how to reply: “Speak, Lord, for Thy 
servant hears,” Samuel did not believe it. When he did hear the 
voice again, therefore, Samuel said, “Speak, for Thy servant hears,” 
but he omitted the word, “Lord.” Only later when he was older and 
more mature did Samuel come to understand that the prophet may 
hear the voice of the Lord in plain speech. 
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I SAMUEL 3:5-20 


again." And Samuel went and lay down. 

Then the Lord called once again 
Samuel. Samuel arose and went to Eli, 
and said to him: “Here I am, for you 
called me." 

And he answered: "I did not call you, 
my son. Lie down again." 

The word of the Lord was not yet 
revealed to Samuel. When the Lord 
called Samuel the third time, he rose 
and went to Eli, and said: “Here I am. 
You called me." 

Now Eli perceived that the Lord was 
calling the lad. He said to Samuel: 
"Go, lie down and if you are called, you 
shall say: ‘Speak, Lord, for Thy servant 
hears!'" Samuel went and lay down in 
his place. 

Then the Lord came [4] and stood 
and called as the other times: "Samuel! 
Samuel!" And he said: "Speak, for Thy 
servant hears." 


And the Lord said to Samuel: "I am 
about to do a thing in Israel that will 
make the ears of every one who hears it 
tingle. I will punish the house of Eli 
forever for the iniquity, for his sons 
blasphemed, and he rebuked them not. 
Therefore I have sworn that the sins of 
Eli’s house will not be expiated by sac¬ 
rifice and offering." 

Samuel lay until the morning. Then 
he opened the doors of the house of the 
Lord. But he feared to tell Eli his vision. 
Then Eli called Samuel, and said: 
"Samuel, my son, what is the thing that 
He has spoken to you? I beg you, hide 
it not from me." Samuel told him. He 
hid nothing from him. Eli .said: "Let 
Him do what seems good to Him.” 

And Samuel grew and the Lord was 
with him, and all Israel from Dan to 
Beer-sheba knew that Samuel was chosen 
to be a prophet of the Lord. 


[4] the lord came: When the Lord wanted to speak to Moses He 
would call him into the Tabernacle. But when God wanted to speak 
to Samuel He Himself would come to the prophet. Why, our 
Rabbis ask, this extra honor for Samuel? 

The Lord said: "I do come to My people with justice and right¬ 
eousness. Moses sat in one place and whoever had a matter for him 
came to him, and he judged between man and his neighbor (Exodus 
18:16). But Samuel respected and honored My people. He went in 
a circuit to Beth-el, Gilgal and Mizpah; and he judged Israel in all 
those places (I Samuel 7:16). Therefore he deserved extra honor. 
As he went to My people whenever they had a matter and he judged 
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WAR WITH THE PHILISTINES 

and the Philistines gathered to war 
against Israel. Then Israel went out 
against them in battle, and encamped at 
Eben-ezer and the Philistines encamped 
in Aphek. When the battle was joined, 
Israel was defeated by the Philistines 
who slew about four thousand men. 
When the people returned to camp, the 
elders of Israel said: "Why has the Lord 
routed us today before the Philistines? 
Let us bring the Ark of the Covenant 
of the Lord out of Shiloh, that He may 
come among us, and save us from our 
enemies.” 

The people sent to Shiloh and brought 
from there the Ark of the Covenant of 
the Lord, and the two sons of Eli, 


Hophni and Phinehas were with the 
Ark. When the Ark was brought into 
the camp, all Israel raised a great shout 
so that the earth rang. When the Phil¬ 
istines heard the noise of the shout they 
knew that the Ark of the Lord had 
come into the camp. The Philistines 
were afraid, and [some of them] said: 
"God has come to the camp. Woe unto 
us! [5] Nothing like this has happened 
before.” [Then the others said:] "Now, 
O Philistines, be brave and be men, lest 
you become slaves to the Israelites as 
they have been to you. Be men and 
fight.” 

So the Philistines fought, and Israel 
was defeated. And they fled, every man 
to his tent. There was a great slaughter, 
for there fell of Israel thirty thousand 
men and the Ark of God was captured 


between man and his neighbor, so will I go to him whenever he 
wants and needs My word.” 


[5] woe unto us: Two groups of Philistines are here involved in an 
argument. One says, "Woe unto us! Who will deliver us from the 
hands of these mighty gods? The gods of Israel delivered them from 
Egypt and performed many miracles for them. They will perform a 
miracle for them now too.” The other group replied: "The God of 
the Israelites is only one God. All He had was ten plagues. He pun¬ 
ished the Egyptians with them and He has not a single plague left 
for His adversaries. So be brave and real men and fight!” Then the 
Lord said to them: "You say I have no plagues left, but I will bring 
upon you a plague which you never heard of.” 


.i»y iPin ’ix - a nix pi ni-pya ‘jxikt 'jxx ipntf ^xintf 

*• “ : 1 •• t It: t~: - •• t : • v ■■ I - t v •• : 




74 


I SAMUEL 4:11-17 


[6] and the two sons of Eli were killed. 

A Benjamite ran from the battle 
line and came to Shiloh on the same 
day. His clothes were torn and earth 
was on his head. When the man came 
to the city and told the tidings, all the 
city cried out. Eli was sitting on his seat 
by the wayside, watching, for his heart 
trembled for the Ark of God. When Eli 


heard the noise of the crying, he said: 
“What is the meaning of the noise of 
this tumult?” Eli was then ninety-eight 
years old and his eyes were so dim that 
he was blind. The man said to Eli: 
“I am he who came today out of the 
battle.” 

Eli asked: “How did things go, my 
son?” And he answered: “Israel fled be- 


[6] and the ark of god was captured: Why did the Ark of the 
Lord bring victory to Joshua when he marched around Jericho with 
it and the Israelites shouted with a great shout (Joshua 6:20) but 
did not when the sons of Eli brought the Ark of the Lord into the 
camp of the battlefield? Then too the Israelites shouted a great shout 
(I Samuel 4:5) yet the army was defeated and the Holy Ark was 
captured by the Philistines. Because, the Rabbis explain, in the time 
of the sons of Eli, the hearts of the people of Israel were far from 
the Lord. For years a divine voice was heard crying in the Taber¬ 
nacle in Shiloh: “Begone, you sons of Eli, who defile the Sanctuary” 
(P’sahim 57a), but no one paid the voices any attention. The people 
did not reprove the sons of Eli but instead more and more followed 
the priest-leaders in their wicked ways. 

When the Israelites were first defeated by the Philistines, the 
elders did not realize that it was because Israel had sinned. “Why 
has the Lord routed us before the Philistines?” they asked. And they 
decided to bring the Holy Ark into their camp so that the Lord 
might dwell among them. 

Then the Lord replied: “You did not consider the Holy Ark when 
the sons of Eli provoked Me with their transgressions. Now, in your 
distress, you remember it. This is repentance without deeds.” Be¬ 
cause the people of Israel had not understood that the Holy Ark was 
only the symbol of God’s holiness and Israel’s righteousness, the Ark 
brought Israel no victory and was captured by the Philistines. 
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fore the Philistines, and there was a 
great slaughter among the people. Your 
two sons are dead, and the Ark of God 
is taken.” And when the man men¬ 
tioned the Ark of God, Eli fell from his 
seat backward and his neck was broken, 
and he died. 

ICHABOD 

his daughter-in-law, Phinehas’ wife, 


was pregnant when she heard that her 
husband and her father-in-law were 
dead, and the Ark of God was captured. 
Her pains came suddenly upon her and 
she gave birth to a boy. The women 
who stood by said to her: “Fear not, for 
you have borne a son.” But she did not 
answer. Then she named the child 
Ichabod, saying: “The glory is departed 
from Israel, because the Ark of God has 
been taken.” And she died. 
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THE PHILISTINES AND THE ARK 

the Philistines took the Ark and 
brought it to the house of Dagon, in 
Ashdod, and put it by Dagon. The next 
day, when the people of Ashdod rose, 
they found Dagon prostrate on his face 
before the Ark of the Lord. They raised 
Dagon and sat him in his place again. 
But when the men of Ashdod arose early 
next morning, there was Dagon fallen, 
the head and both palms of the hands 
lay cut off upon the threshold. Only the 
trunk of Dagon was left to him. 

The hand of the Lord was heavy 


upon the people of Ashdod. He brought 
upon them a plague of boils. When the 
people of Ashdod saw this, they said: 
“The Ark of the God of Israel shall not 
remain with us, for His hand is severe 
upon us and upon Dagon our god.” So 
they sent the Ark to Ekron. The Ekron- 
ites cried out, “They brought the Ark of 
the God of Israel to kill us all.” So they 
gathered together all the lords of the 
Philistines and said: “Send away the 
Ark of the God of Israel and let it re¬ 
turn to its own place, and not kill us.” 

The men of Kiriath-jearim came and 
took up the Ark, and brought it to the 
house of Abinadab and sanctified Elea- 
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zar his son to take charge of the Ark of 
the Lord. 

SAMUEL BECOMES A JUDGE 

twenty years passed from the day that 
the Ark was brought to Kiriath-jearim, 
and all the house of Israel yearned after 
the Lord. Then Samuel spoke to all the 
house of Israel, saying: “If you do re¬ 
turn to the Lord with all your heart, 
then put away the foreign gods from 
among you and direct your hearts to 
the Lord, and serve only Him. Then 
He will deliver you out of the hand of 
the Philistines/' The Children of Israel 
did put away the Baalim and the Ash- 
taroth, and served the Lord only. So 
Samuel said: “Gather all Israel together, 
and I will pray for you to the Lord.” 

They gathered together in Mizpah, 
and drew water [1] and poured it be¬ 
fore the Lord. They fasted on that day, 
and said: “We have sinned against the 


Lord." Samuel became judge of the 
Children of Israel in Mizpah. 

VICTORY OVER THE PHILISTINES 

when the Philistines heard that the 
Israelites were gathered together, the 
lords of the Philistines went up against 
Israel to make war. When the Israelites 
heard it, they were terrified of the Phil¬ 
istines, and said to Samuel: “Do not 
cease crying to the Lord our God for 
us, that He may save us from the hand 
of the Philistines." Samuel cried out to 
the Lord of Israel and the Lord an¬ 
swered him. As Samuel brought up the 
burnt-offering, the Philistines drew near 
to do battle against Israel; but the Lord 
thundered with a great voice upon the 
Philistines, and routed them. Then the 
men of Israel went out of Mizpah, and 
pursued the Philistines and harassed 
them. 

Samuel judged Israel [2] all the days 


they drew water: Drawing the water and pouring it before 
the Lord was a symbolic act. The people poured out their hearts in 
repentance like water, saying: “Our hearts are as humble as is this 
water which is poured out before You." Then Samuel stood in prayer 
and spoke to the Lord: “Your people now admit that they have 
sinned. Lord of the universe, You judge people only when they do 
not acknowledge their sins. But look at your people now!" 

[2] samuel judged Israel: Israel took the defeat by the Philistines 
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I SAMUEL 7:15-17; 8:1-6 


of his life. He went on a circuit every 
year to Beth el, Gilgal and Mizpah, and 
he judged Israel in these places. Then 
he returned to Ramah, for there was his 
home, [3] and there he judged Israel 
and built an altar to the Lord. 

THE ISRAELITES DEMAND A KING 

when samuel became old he made his 
two sons Joel and Abijah judges over 


Israel. But the sons walked not in his 
ways. [4] They took bribes and per¬ 
verted justice. 

Then the elders of Israel gathered 
together and came to Samuel in Ramah 
and said: “You are old, and your sons 
do not follow your ways. Appoint us a 
king [5] to judge us like all the na¬ 
tions." It displeased Samuel when they 
said, “Give us a king to judge us," and 


as a double omen: first, that the Lord had rejected them; and sec¬ 
ond that the Philistine gods were more powerful than the God of 
Israel. Samuel went to the villages teaching the people that neither 
of these was true. “The Lord will not forsake His people, for His 
great name’s sake; because it has pleased the Lord to make you a 
people unto Himself (I Samuel 12:22)." He reassured the Israelites 
that though the Philistines had temporarily triumphed, there was 
nothing to fear from their gods. “For they cannot profit and they 
cannot deliver" (12:21). Samuel emphasized that the Covenant be¬ 
tween the Lord and His people was eternal and that if Israel 
returned to the Lord with all its heart, it would be united and over¬ 
come its enemies. After twenty years of such intense activity the 
Israelites were not only repentant, but “All the house of Israel 
yearned after the Lord." It was then that Samuel called an assembly 
in Mizpah and told the people that if “Israel served the Lord only," 
it could stand against the Philistines and conquer them. 


[3] to ramah, for there was his home: Our Rabbis ask: “It is 
written: he returned home to Ramah, for there was his home. Do we 
not know that Ramah was his home)" But the Sages answer that this 
teaches us that wherever Samuel traveled—Beth-el, Gilgal, Mizpah— 
he took his home" with him. He was careful not to use any of the 
things from the people he judged; instead, he brought his own needs, 
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he prayed to the Lord. The Lord said 
to Samuel: “Listen to the voice of the 
people, for it is not you whom they 
have rejected, but they have rejected 


Me from being king over them. But 
forewarn them and tell them how the 
king shall behave who shall rule over 
them.” 


from kitchen utensils to food. In Rashi, the Hebrew reads: shelo 
lehenot min haaherim, that is, Samuel did not partake of anything 
from a stranger. 

[4] his sons walked not in his ways: The verse, “They took 
bribes and perverted justice,” should not be taken literally. The sons 
of Samuel were not like Hophni and Phinehas, Eli’s sons. Our 
Rabbis tell us that the verse means that the sons fell short of their 
father’s integrity. Samuel journeyed the entire circuit of the country 
to dispense justice, but his sons made the people from all parts of 
the country come to them in Beer-sheba. This system required a 
bureaucracy of officials, secretaries and clerks all of whom had to be 
paid from the public treasury. So the verse means that compared to 
Samuel’s frugal dispensation of justice, it was as if they had taken 
bribes and perverted justice. 

Other Sages say that the sons of Samuel were partners with many 
businessmen so that they had conflicting interests and could not 
render true and just decisions in lawsuits. 

Still another tradition has it that the sons of Samuel were them¬ 
selves in business. Judges cannot be businessmen; judges must devote 
their entire lives to considering and rendering justice. 

[5] appoint us a king: Why was Samuel displeased when the 
Israelites asked for a king? The Torah states explicitly, “When you 
came to the land which the Lord, your God gives you, you shall set 
a king over you” (Deuteronomy 17:14-15). Why then did Samuel 
say: “Your wickedness is great, which you have done in the sight 
of the Lord, in asking for yourself a king” (12:17)? The Rabbis say 
that two groups, the elders and the people asked for a king. The 
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THE KINGS WAYS 

then samuel told the words of the 
Lord to the people who asked for a 
king: “This will be the manner of the 
king who shall reign over you: He will 
take your sons for his chariots and to 
be his horsemen, and to run before his 
chariots. They will be his commanders 
of thousands and captains of fifties. 
They will plow his fields and reap his 
harvest; make his instruments of war 
and equipment for his chariot. He will 
take your daughters to be perfumers, to 
be cooks and to be bakers. He will take 


your best fields and your vineyards and 
oliveyards, and give them to his serv¬ 
ants. He will take a tenth of your grain 
crops and of your vineyards, and give it 
to his officers and servants. He will take 
your manservants and maidservants and 
your donkeys and put them to his work. 
He will take a tenth of your flocks, and 
you shall be his servants. Then you will 
cry on that day because of your king, 
but the Lord will not answer you." 

But the people refused to listen to 
Samuel, and said: “No, there shall be 
a king over us, that we also may be like 
the other nations; that our king may 
judge us and fight our battles." [6] 


elders said, properly, “Appoint us a king." But the wicked said, “To 
judge us like all the nations." They wanted the king to judge them 
according to the pagan laws of the nations around them. They 
wanted to invalidate the Torah and that was why it was a sin. 

Some Rabbis say that Samuel was dejected when the people asked 
him to appoint them a king because he felt it as a rebuke. He had 
judged Israel honestly and fairly, and led the Israelites well all his 
life, and now they wanted a king. Then the Lord spoke to Samuel, 
saying, “They want a king ‘to judge them like all the nations.’ 
It means that they do not want to be judged by My laws, but by 
pagan laws. They have not rejected you, Samuel; they have re¬ 
jected Me.” 

[6] fight our battles: A king would be able to gather all the 
people together behind him, whereas until then only those tribes 
who were attacked had fought. The rest of the tribes had often not 
come to the help of those in danger or under attack. 
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I SAMUEL 8 : 21 - 22 ; 9:1-6, IO-II 

Samuel repeated this in the presence 
of the Lord. Then the Lord said to 
Samuel: “Listen to their voice and make 
them a king.” 

SAMUEL MEETS SAUL 

there was a man of Benjamin whose 
name was Kish, and he had a son whose 
name was Saul, [7] a handsome young 
man. There was not a man among all 
the Israelites more handsome than he. 
From his shoulders and upward he was 
taller than any of the people. Now, the 
donkeys of Kish were lost. Kish said to 
Saul: “Take one of the servants with 


81 

you, and go and search for the donkeys.” 
So he went, and they passed through 
the hill country of Ephraim, but they 
found them not. 

When they reached the land of Zuph, 
Saul said to his servant: “Come, let us 
return lest my father cease to care 

about the donkevs and become anxious 

✓ 

for us.” And he answered: “There is in 
the city a man of God. Whatever he 
says comes surely to pass. Let us go to 
him. Perhaps he can tell us concerning 
our journey.” 

Saul said to his servant: “Well said, 
let us go.” 

As they went up the path to the city, 


[7] saul: Why did Saul merit the kingdom? Because, the Rabbis 
tell us, of his heroism and his modesty and his considerateness; and 
also because of the good deeds of his grandfather. Saul distinguished 
himself in the battle against the Philistines in Eli’s time by wresting 
the Tables of the Law from the hands of Goliath and returning 
them to the sanctuary in Shiloh. He showed his modesty after he 
was anointed and Samuel called a national assembly to proclaim him 
king; then Saul hid himself. He still believed himself unworthy of 
being king of Israel. Saul accepted only after he was told that the 
Lord had chosen him. His decency and humility were demonstrated 
when he and his servant were searching for the donkeys and he said, 
“My father will become anxious for us,” showing that he considered 
the servant and himself equally. 

Saul’s grandfather was Ner (I Chronicles 8:33), which in Hebrew 
means candle or lamp. Ner was called that because he lit the streets 
at night so people might walk safely to the houses of worship and 
study. 
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I SAMUEL 9:11-24, 26-27 


they met young maidens [8] going to 
draw water. And they said: “Is the seer 
here?” 

And they answered: “He is here. 
Make haste for he came today to the 
city, for the people have a sacrifice today 
in the high place. As soon as you come 
into the city you shall find him before 
he goes to the high place to eat. The 
people will not eat until he comes, be¬ 
cause he blesses the sacrifice. Now there¬ 
fore go, for at this time you will find 
him.” They went up to the city. As 
they entered, Samuel came toward 
them. 

Now a day before Saul came, the 
Lord revealed to Samuel, saying: “To¬ 
morrow, about this time, I will send you 
a man out of the land of Benjamin, and 
you shall anoint him to be prince over 
My people Israel, and he shall save 
them out of the hand of the Philistines.” 

When Samuel saw Saul, the Lord 
spoke to him: “This is the man of whom 
I said to you: ‘He shall have rule over 
My people.’” When Saul came near 
Samuel in the gate, he said: “Tell me 
please, where is the seer’s house?” 

Samuel answered: “I am the seer. 


Come with me to the high place, for 
you shall eat with me today. As for your 
donkeys that were lost three days ago, 
do not worry. They are found. And to 
whom is all that is desirable in Israel? 
Is it not for you and all your father’s 
house?” 

And Saul answered: “Am I not a 
Benjamite, of the smallest of the tribes 
of Israel? And my family is the least of 
all the families of the tribe of Benjamin. 
Why do you speak to me in this 
manner?” 

SAMUEL ANOINTS SAUL 

samuel brought Saul and his servant 
into the chamber and made them sit at 
the head of the guests. Samuel said to 
the cook: “Bring the portion which I 
told you to put aside.” The cook took 
it and put it before Saul. So Saul ate 
with Samuel that day. 

In the morning Samuel came and 
said to Saul: “Arise, I will escort you.” 
They went out in the street, and when 
they were at the edge of the city, Sam¬ 
uel said to Saul: “Tell the servant to go 
ahead, but you stand here so that I may 


[8] young maidens: When Saul asked the maidens the brief, “Is 
the seer here?” the girls replied with a long speech. They engaged 
in this long disquisition because Saul was very handsome and they 
wanted to enjoy his beauty. 
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make known to you the word of God.” 

Then Samuel took the vial of oil and 
poured it on Saul’s head, kissed him, 
and said: “The Lord has anointed you 
to be a prince over His inheritance.” 

And it was when Saul turned to go 
from Samuel, God gave him another 
heart. When he came to the hill a band 
of prophets met him. The spirit of God 
came upon him, and he prophesied 
among them. The people who knew 
him said one to another: “Is Saul also 
among the prophets?” Therefore, it be¬ 
came a proverb: “Is Saul also among 
the prophets?” 

He ceased prophesying and went 
home. And Saul’s uncle said to him: 
“Where have you been?” And he an¬ 
swered: “We went to seek the donkeys. 
When we saw that we could not find 
them, we went to Samuel.” 

The uncle said: “What did Samuel 
say to you?” Saul answered: “He told 
me the donkeys were found.” But Saul 
did not mention the kingdom of which 
Samuel had spoken. 

SAUL ELECTED KING 

samuel called all the people together 
to the Lord in Mizpah. He said to the 


Israelites: “Thus said the Lord, the God 
of Israel: 'I brought up Israel out of 
Egypt, and I delivered you from the 
hand of the Egyptians, and from the 
hand of all the kingdoms that oppressed 
you. But you have this day rejected your 
God who Himself saved you from your 
calamities. You said to Him: “But set 
a king over us.” Therefore, now take 
your stand before the Lord by your 
tribes and your clans [and we will see 
whom the Lord will select by lot].’ ” 

When Samuel brought the tribes of 
Israel near, the tribe of Benjamin was 
selected by lot. He brought the tribe of 
Benjamin near by their families, and 
the family of the Matrites was taken. 
He made the family of the Matrites 
approach man by man, and Saul the 
son of Kish was taken. But when they 
looked for him, he could not be found. 
They inquired of the Lord again: “Did 
the man come here?” And the Lord 
answered: “He hid himself among the 
supplies.” [9] They ran and brought 
him from there. He stood among the 
people and he was a head and shoulders 
taller than any of the people. 

So Samuel said to all the people: 
“Look whom the Lord has chosen. 
There is none like him among all the 


[9] he hid himself among the supplies: Saul was modest and 
humble. Even after he was anointed, he refused to accept the regal 
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people.” Then all the people shouted: 
“Long live the king!” 

Samuel recited before the people the 
custom of the kingdom, and wrote it in 
a book and laid it up before the Lord. 
Thereupon Samuel sent all the people 
away, every man to his home. Saul also 


went to his home at Gibeah. There 
went with him brave men whose hearts 
God had touched. But there were some 
base fellows who said: “How shall this 
man save us?” They despised him and 
brought him no presents. But he ig¬ 
nored them and held his peace. [10] 


dignities until they were forced on him. Yet when he was king and 
transgressed, when Samuel rebuked him and told him the Lord was 
departed from him, Saul was ready to kill David to keep his throne. 

Rabbi Joshua said: “At first when they told me to ascend, I was 
ready to tie the hands and feet of those who nominated me and cast 
them to the lions. But now, after the honor has been bestowed upon 
me, whoever will say to me: ‘Descend!’ I am ready to scald with 
boiling water.” 

[10] and held his peace: Our Sages say that Saul’s dynasty did 
not last because he forgave too easily those who insulted him. In 
thus disregarding the honor and dignity of his office, he weakened 
his ability to rule. When the base fellows scoffed and said, “How 
shall this man save us?” Saul kept his peace. After the victory over 
Nahash, when the people wanted to punish those men, Saul would 
not permit it. That proved that Saul was too unworldly to govern, 
Rabbi Ashi said. It is indicated in the Torah that people not only 
should respect and honor him, but have fear for him, or else he could 
not reign. 


i^an vr :najn Dan wti 


I • • »• — 
* • • 


T T 




12* I SAMUEL [1.-15] 


THE INVASION OF NAHASH 

nahash, the ammonite, came and be¬ 
sieged Jabesh-gilead. All the men of 
Jabesh said to Nahash: “Make terms 
with us that we may serve you/’ Nahash 
said to them: “On this condition will 
I make a rovenant with you: I shall 
gouge out your right eyes and thereby 
will I put a reproach upon all Israel.” 

The elders of Jabesh said to him: 
“Give us seven days’ respite, that we 
may send messengers through all the 
territory of Israel. Then if there will be 
none to save us, we will come out and 
surrender to you.” 


The messengers came to Gibeah of 
Saul and told the people about Nahash, 
and all the people wept aloud. Just then 
Saul came from following the oxen in 
the field. He asked: “What troubles the 
people that they are weeping?” And 
they told him the words of the men of 
Jabesh. When he heard them, the spirit 
of God came upon him, and he became 
very angry. He took a yoke of oxen and 
cut them to pieces, and sent them 
throughout all the territory of Israel, 
saying: “Whoever does not come forth 
after Saul and after Samuel, so shall 
it be done to his oxen.” 

The terror of the Lord fell upon the 
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I SAMUEL 11:7-15; 12:1-5, * 3 > 1 7 > l 9 


people, and they came out as one man. 
He numbered them in Bezek. The 
Israelites were three hundred thousand, 
and the men of Judah thirty thousand. 
Then Saul said to the messengers: 
"Thus shall you say to the elders of 
Jabesh-gilead: ‘Tomorrow you will have 
deliverance by the time the sun is hot/ ” 
The men of Jabesh said to Nahash: 
"Tomorrow we will come out to you, 
and you may do to us whatever you 


SAUL IS PROCLAIMED KING 

on the following day Saul divided 
the people into three companies. They 
came in the midst of the camp in the 
morning watch, and they routed the 
Ammonites by the time the sun was 
hot. The Ammonites scattered so that 
not two of them were left together. 
Then the people said to Samuel: "Where 
are those who said: ‘Shall Saul reign 
over us?’ Bring the men here so we may 
put them to death!” 

But Saul said: “There shall not be a 
man put to death today, for today the 
Lord has brought deliverance to Israel.” 

Then Samuel said: "Let us go to Gil- 
gal, and there renew the kingdom.” So 
all the people went to Gilgal and there 
they proclaimed Saul king before the 
Lord. All the people and Saul rejoiced 
greatly. 
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samuel’s farewell address 

and samuel said to Israel: "I have lis¬ 
tened to you and made a king over you. 
Now the king walks before you, and I 
am old and gray, and my sons are 
among you. And I have walked before 
you from my youth to this day. Here 
I am. Testify before the Lord and be¬ 
fore His anointed; whose ox have I 
taken, or whose donkey have I taken? 
Whom have I defrauded, or whom have 
I oppressed? From whose hand have I 
taken a bribe to blind my eyes? Testify 
against me and I will restore it to you.” 

And the people answered: "You have 
not defrauded us, nor oppressed us; 
neither have you taken anything from 
any man’s hand.” 

He said to them: "The Lord is wit¬ 
ness and His anointed is witness that 
you have not found anything in my 
hand.” 

And they said: "He is witness.” 

Then Samuel said: "Here is the king 
you have chosen and you have asked 
for. The Lord set a king over you. But 
you shall know that your wickedness is 
great in the sight of the Lord in asking 
for a king.” 

Then all the people said to Samuel: 
"Pray for us to the Lord your God in 
behalf of your servants. We have added 
to all our sins [1] the wickedness of 
asking for a king.” 
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Samuel answered: “Fear not. Indeed, 
you have done all this evil, but turn not 
aside after vain things which cannot 
profit nor deliver. But serve the Lord. 
If you serve Him and listen to His 
voice and do not rebel against the com¬ 
mandments of the Lord, it will be well 
for both—for you and the king who 
reigns over you. But if you persist in 
doing evil you shall be swept away, you 
and your king. But the Lord will not 
forsake His people for His great name's 
sake. It pleases the Lord to make you a 
people for Himself. Far be it from me 
that I should sin against the Lord in not 
praying for you.” 

WAR WITH THE PHILISTINES 
when saul had reigned [two] years, 


[2] in the second year of his reign over 
Israel, Saul chose three thousand men 
of Israel. Two thousand were with him 
in Michmas, and a thousand with Jon¬ 
athan in Gibeah. Then Jonathan at¬ 
tacked the garrison of the Philistines in 
Geba, and overcame it. The Philistines 
heard of it. 

Saul blew the Shofar throughout 
Israel, and all Israel heard that Saul had 
smitten the garrison of the Philistines. 
So the people gathered together after 
Saul in Gilgal, and the Philistines as¬ 
sembled to fight Israel. They mustered 
against Israel thirty thousand chariots, 
and six thousand horsemen, and peo¬ 
ple as the sand which is on the seashore. 

Now, there was not a blacksmith 
found throughout all the Land of Israel, 


we have added to all our sins: When the Israelites con¬ 
fessed to Samuel that they had sinned and wanted to repent, Samuel 
replied, “Fear not. Far be it from me that I should sin against the 
Lord in not praying for you.” Samuel had rebuked the people 
severely but when they admitted their sins, he was reconciled and 
willing to pray for them. 

Our Sages say that this teaches us that if a man wrongs someone, 
repents and asks forgiveness, then the wronged man should promptly 
forgive him. If he does not, he is to be considered cruel and brutal. 

[2] saul had reigned: Why does the Bible say that Saul was only 
one year old when he came to the throne? Was he really only an 
infant? Rabbi Huna explains that Saul was as innocent as an infant 
of a year who has not yet tasted the sins of men. 
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for the Philistines said: “Lest the He¬ 
brews make sword or spear/’ So neither 
sword nor spear was found in the hands 
of any of the people of Israel; only Saul 
and Jonathan had them. 

JONATHANS HEROISM 

one day Jonathan, the son of Saul, 
said to the youth who was his armor- 
bearer: “Come, let us go over to the 
garrison of the Philistines that is on the 
other side of that crag. It may be that 
the Lord will give us deliverance for 
the Lord has no difficulty in delivering 
by many or by few.” And the armor- 
bearer said to him: “Do whatever is in 
your heart. I am with you.” 

At the first attack which Jonathan 
and his armor-bearer made they killed 
about twenty men. Terror spread in the 
camp of the Philistines and in the field 
and in the whole garrison. The earth 
quaked and it became a mighty panic. 

The watchmen of Saul in Gibeah 
looked and they saw the camp of the 
Philistines melted away. Saul said: 
“Search and see who is gone from us.” 
They investigated and they saw that 
Jonathan and his armor-bearer were not 
there. While Saul was talking with the 
priest the tumult in the camp of the 
Philistines increased, so Saul and the 
people with him gathered together and 


came to the battlefield. They saw that 
every man’s sword was against his fel¬ 
low’s, and there was wild confusion. 
The Philistines fled. When all Israel 
heard it they pursued them hard in the 
battle. 

Saul charged the people, saying: 
“Cursed be the man who will eat any 
food until evening, that I be avenged 
on my enemies.” All the people came 
into the forest and there was honey 
on the ground, but no man put his 
hand to his mouth, for the people feared 
the oath. But Jonathan did not hear 
when his father charged the people with 
the oath, so he put forth the end of the 
rod that was in his hand and dipped it 
in the honeycomb, and put his hand to 
his mouth, his eyes brightened. Then 
the people said: ‘Tour father strictly 
charged the people and he said, ‘Cursed 
be the man who eats any food until 
evening.’” Then Jonathan said: “My 
father brought trouble on the people. 
Look, my eyes brightened because I 
tasted a little honey. How much greater 
would have been the defeat of the Phil¬ 
istines if the people had eaten freely 
today of the spoils of the enemy which 
they found.” 

[It became known to Saul what Jon¬ 
athan did] and he said: “Jonathan, you 
shall surely die.” And the people said 
to Saul: “Shall Jonathan die, he who 
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has brought this great deliverance to 
Israel? Far from it! As the Lord lives, 
not one hair of [3] his head shall fall 
to the ground." The people ransomed 
Jonathan and he did not die. 

So Saul established his kingdom 
firmly, and fought against Israel's ene¬ 
mies on every side, against Moab, and 
against the children of Ammon, and 
against Edom, and against the kings of 
Zobah, and against the Philistines; and 
whichever way he turned, he put them 
to the worse. And he did valiantly, and 
smote the Amalekites, and delivered 
Israel out of the hands of them that 


spoiled them. The fighting with the 
Philistines was severe throughout all his 
reign. And whenever Saul saw a mighty 
man or a valiant man, he took him for 
himself. 

WAR WITH AMALEK 

samuel said to Saul: “The Lord sent 
me to anoint you to be king over His 
people Israel. Now, therefore, listen to 
the voice of the Lord. Thus says the 
Lord of hosts: 1 remember that which 
Amalek did to Israel when he came out 
of Egypt. Now go and attack Amalek. 


[3] not one hair: Why did Jonathan accept without protest Saul's 
verdict that he would surely die? According to law, Jonathan was 
not guilty of any transgression. He was not present when his father 
charged the people not to eat and had therefore not heard Saul's 
charge. Second, he had only tasted some honey which is considered 
neither eating nor drinking. 

Medieval commentators interpreted this story as follows. Most of 
the soldiers could not know that Jonathan had not heard Saul's 
command. They were also not legalists who knew that tasting honey 
is not considered eating or drinking. Therefore, if Saul had not 
punished him they would have thought that Saul was showing 
favoritism because Jonathan was his son. Saul proclaimed him guilty 
and Jonathan accepted the judgment for the morale of the army. 

The soldiers who were with Jonathan knew that he could not 
have heard Saul's command and it was they who demanded the 
judgment be revoked. Investigation was begun and Jonathan was 
cleared at a public hearing. 
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[4] Destroy all they have [5] and spare 
him not.’” 

Saul summoned the people and he 
numbered them in Telaim; [6] two 
hundred thousand foot-men, and ten 


thousand men of Judah. He came to 
the encampment of Amalek and lay in 
wait in the valley. And Saul said to the 
Kenites: “Go, depart from among the 
Amalekites, for you showed kindness to 


[4] now go and attack amalek: When Saul was told to attack 
Amalek, he asked: “How is it that the Lord told me to make war? 
He has told us that if a man is found slain in the field and it is not 
known who killed him, we must expiate the unsolved murder by the 
ceremony of a heifer. The elders must publicly declare: ‘Our hands 
have not shed this blood’ (Deuteronomy 21:7). Now the Lord tells 
me to make war. Many will be killed, both young and old, and the 
innocent as well.” 

Then a voice from heaven called: “Be not overmuch righteous. 
Whoever is compassionate when and where he must be severe and 
merciless will turn out to be merciless and brutal when he should be 
compassionate.” 

[5] destroy ALL they have: How had the cattle given offense? 
Samuel told Saul to destroy even the cattle lest the other nations say 
that the Israelites had made war for spoils and plunder. Only in this 
way could it be made clear that this was a war not of aggrandize¬ 
ment but to safeguard Israel. 

[6 ] he numbered them in telaim: All ancient people hated to be 
counted because they thought that it tempted fate. To circumvent 
this superstition, leaders had each man deposit a stone or a pottery 
shard in a pile and then they counted the pile. So, the Midrash tells 
us, we have two censuses here: Telaim means lambs and Bezeh 
(11:8) means pottery. In the beginning of Saul’s reign Israel was 
so poor that each man who joined the army brought only a shard of 
pottery with him. When Israel prospered Saul ordered each soldier 
to bring a lamb to be counted. 
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the Israelites when they came out of 
Egypt.” And the Kenites departed. 

Saul defeated the Amalekites, and 
captured Agag, their king, alive. But 
Saul and the people spared the best of 
the sheep and of the oxen, and all that 
was good they did not destroy. Only 
that which was of no account and feeble 
they destroyed. 

THE REJECTION OF SAUL 

then the word of the Lord came to 
Samuel, saying: “I repent that I have 
set up Saul as king, for he turned back 
from following Me and did not carry 
out My command.” Samuel was grieved, 
and prayed to the Lord all night. [7] 

Samuel rose early to meet Saul in the 
morning and he was told: “Saul came 
down to Carmel and set up a monu¬ 
ment, and he has gone down to Gilgal.” 


When Samuel met Saul, Saul said to 
him: “May the Lord bless you. I have 
performed the commandment of the 
Lord.” 

Then Samuel said: “What is the 
bleating of the sheep in my ears, and 
the lowing of the oxen which I hear?” 

And Saul said: “The people spared 
the best of the sheep and the oxen to 
sacrifice to the Lord your God. The rest 
we have utterly destroyed.” 

Then Samuel said: “Be silent! Let 
me tell you what the Lord said to me 
last night.” 

Saul said, “Speak!” 

Samuel said: “Though you are little 
in your eyes, but are you not the head of 
the tribes of Israel? The Lord anointed 
you king over Israel. The Lord sent you 
on a mission and said: ‘Go and wipe 
out the sinners, the Amalekites.’ Why 
did you not listen to the voice of the 


[7] and he prayed to the lord all night: Rabbi Johanan said: 
“Old age came prematurely to Samuel when the Lord said: ‘I re¬ 
gret that I have made Saul king.’ ” And Samuel complained, “Sov¬ 
ereign of the universe, You have made me equal to Moses and 
Aaron. The work of their hands did not come to naught in their 
lifetimes. So, too, let not the work of my hands come to naught in 
mine.” Then the Lord replied: “The time has come for David to 
reign and no reign may encroach on another even by a hairsbreadth.” 

Then Samuel mourned for Saul and was not comforted. His hair 
turned gray overnight and he died seven months before Saul was 
killed at Gilboa. 
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Lord, but you did fly upon the spoil to 
do evil in the eyes of the Lord?” 

THE prophet's REBUKE 

saul said to Samuel: “Yes, I have lis¬ 
tened to the voice of the Lord, I have 
gone the way the Lord sent me. I have 
brought Agag, the king of Amalek, and 
I have utterly destroyed the Amalekites. 
But the people took some of the spoil, 
sheep and oxen, the best of the devoted 
things to sacrifice to the Lord [8] your 
God in Gilgal.” 

Samuel answered: 

“Does the Lord delight in burnt- 
offerings and sacrifices 
As much as in listening to the 
voice of the Lord? 


No, to obey is better than 
sacrifices 

And to hearken, than the fat of 
rams. 

Rebellion is as the sin of 
witchcraft 

And stubbornness is as idolatry 
of teraphim. 

Because you have rejected the 
word of the Lord, 

He has also rejected you from 
being king.” 

And Saul said to Samuel: “I have 
sinned. [9] For I have transgressed 
the commandment of the Lord, because 
I feared the people [10] and listened 
to their voice. Now, therefore, I beg 
you to pardon my sin and turn back 


[8] to sacrifice to the lord: Saul tried to justify sparing the best 
of the cattle by saying he wanted to offer them as sacrifices to the 
Lord. Samuel rebuked him saying that God has no need for sac¬ 
rifice but for obedience. When a man wishes to bring a sacrifice, it 
signifies that he seeks God's nearness. The root of the word korban 
(sacrifice) is karov, or nearness. True sacrifice, therefore, is that 
which brings man nearer to God and His ways. The Lord does not 
delight in burnt-offerings; He delights in the man who would draw 
near to Him with his whole heart. 


[9] 1 have sinned: Why was Saul's repentance unacceptable? 
Three requirements are necessary for true repentance: (1) the sin¬ 
ner must know he has sinned; (2) he must not excuse himself for 
his sin; (3) his repentance must be entirely for love of God and 
goodness, not for the sake of gain. Saul's repentance lacked these 


- a’tfpn 1 ? ,aits naia yatf nun ?” Vipa snca avian niPiya "b rsnn 

1 • " v * • : •• • t : I : - : • • t : . T - I v •• ~ 


.d’P’k aPnn 

• M #•••«■ 





I SAMUEL 15:25-26 


93 


with me so that I may worship the 
Lord.” 

Samuel answered: “I will not return 


with you, for you have rejected the word 
of the Lord, and the Lord has rejected 
you from being king over Israel.” 


three elements for even when he confessed he laid the blame on the 
people. Only when Saul says simply, “I have sinned,” does Samuel 
consent to return with him. 

[10] because i feared the people: The Sages asked: “David 
sinned far more grievously than did Saul. Why, then, was David 
forgiven and Saul punished and the kingdom taken from him?” 

Because, the Rabbis tell us, David repented at once. When the 
prophet Nathan rebuked him, David replied immediately: “I have 
sinned against the Lord.” 

But when Samuel rebuked Saul, Saul was brazen. He said he had 
fulfilled God’s command and killed the cattle when Samuel could 
hear the bleating sheep and the lowing herd. ‘Whoever confesses 
will find mercy,” the Sages said. But Saul neither confessed, nor 
repented, and therefore he was punished. 

Saul also justified himself by saying that the people had spared 
the best cattle to sacrifice to the Lord. Samuel responded: “Dare you 
forget that you are an anointed king, consecrated by the Lord? You 
are to lead the people and to teach them the Lord’s commandments. 
You hearkened unto the people’s lust for booty because your own 
eyes darted greedily after the spoils.” 

Finally, when Samuel rebuked Saul for his transgression, Saul 
gave the excuse: “I have transgressed the commandment of the Lord, 
and your word, because I feared the people.” A king who fears his 
people cannot rule and Samuel turned away from him. 

When Saul tore his garment, Samuel saw it as an omen. The 
Rabbis said that Samuel then told Saul: “Whoever cuts off a piece 
of your garment will reign after you.” When later David cut off the 
hem of Saul’s robe and showed it to him (24:21), Saul said, “Now 
I know that you will surely rule in my stead.” 
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I SAMUEL 15 : 27 - 31 , 34-35 


As Samuel turned about to go, Saul 
caught the skirt of Samuel’s robe, and 
it tore. Samuel said to him: “The Lord 
has tom the kingdom of Israel from 
you and given it to one better than you. 
Moreover the Glory of Israel will not 
lie nor repent; for He is not a man that 
He should repent.” 

And Saul said: “I have sinned, yet 
honor me now before the elders of my 


people and before Israel. Return with 
me that I may worship the Lord, your 
God.” 

So Samuel turned back after Saul, 
and Saul worshiped the Lord. 

Samuel went to Ramah, but Saul 
went up to his house, to Gibeah. Sam¬ 
uel mourned for Saul, and the Lord 
repented that He made Saul king over 
Israel. 
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SAMUEL ANOINTS DAVID KING 

the lord said to Samuel: “How long 
will you mourn [1] for Saul, when I 
have rejected him from being king over 
Israel? Fill your horn with oil and go 


to Jesse, the Beth-lehemite, for I have 
found Me a king [2] among his sons/' 
Samuel said: “How can I go? Saul 
will hear of it and kill me." [3] 

And the Lord said: “Take a heifer 
with you and you will say to the peo- 


[ 1 ] how long will you mourn: The Lord said to Samuel: “I re¬ 
jected him and it is not proper or suitable to grieve over him for too 
long a time.” Jewish law is very specific about grief for the dead. 
Our Sages say: “Whoever grieves too much and too long over the 
dead is a fool; but whoever does not mourn properly is a brute.” 

The Midrash also tells us that if a man mourns too long, the 
Holy One, Blessed Be He, rebukes him, saying: “Are you more 
compassionate toward the departed one than I?” 
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9 6 


I SAMUEL l6:2-8, IO-15 


pie: ‘I have come to sacrifice to the 
Lord/ Call Jesse to the sacrifice, and 
you shall anoint to Me him whom I 
name/' 

Samuel did that which the Lord 
spoke. When he came to Beth-lehem, 
the elders of the city trembling came to 
meet Samuel, and they said, "Do you 
come in peace?" 

He answered: "Peace! I have come 
to sacrifice to the Lord. Sanctify your¬ 
self, and come with me to the sacrifice." 
Then he himself went to sanctify Jesse 
and his sons, and called them to the 
sacrifice. When they came before him 
and he saw Eliab, [4] Samuel said to 
himself: "Surely he is the Lord's 
anointed." 

But the Lord said to him: "Do not 
look at his appearance, his height or his 
stature. I rejected him. The Lord does 
not see as a man sees, for man looks at 
the outward appearance, but the Lord 


looks at the heart." Then Jesse made 
seven of his sons to pass before Samuel 
and Samuel said to him: "The Lord has 
not chosen these. Are these all your 
sons?” 

Jesse said: "There is still the young¬ 
est, and he keeps the sheep." 

Samuel said to Jesse: “Send for him." 
Jesse sent and brought him in. Now, 
he was ruddy with beautiful eyes and 
good to look upon. The Lord said to 
Samuel: "Arise and anoint him, for this 
is he." Samuel took the oil and anointed 
him in the midst of his brothers. Then 
Samuel arose and went to Ramah. The 
spirit of the Lord came upon David 
from that day onward. 

DAVID IN SAUL'S COURT 

the spirit of the Lord departed from 
Saul, and an evil spirit from the Lord 
terrified him. Saul's servants said to 
him: "Now, an evil spirit from God 


[2] 1 have found me a king: The Lord did not say, "I have found 
a king for Israel," but instead, "I have found Me a king," a king 
who will obey Me and will listen to My commandments. Not like 
Saul who would not obey. 

[3] saul will kill me: We know that whoever goes to do a good 
deed, a mitzvah , is protected by the Lord from injury or damage. 
Why, then, was Samuel afraid? The answer of the Rabbis was that 
when there is a clear and present danger this does not apply. The 
Lord recognized the truth of Samuel's plea and told Samuel to dis¬ 
guise his mission and that He would protect him. 
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I SAMUEL 16:15-21, 23; 17:1-5 

terrifies you. Let our lord command your 
servants to seek out a man who is a 
skillful player on the harp. Then, when¬ 
ever the evil spirit from God comes 
upon you, he shall play for you, and 
you shall be well.” 

Saul said to his servants: “Find me 
a man who can play well, and bring 
him to me.” Then answered a young 
man: “I have seen a son of Jesse in 
Beth lehem, a skillful player, a man of 
valor, and a man of war, prudent and 
a comely person, and the Lord is with 
him.” 

Saul sent messengers to Jesse, and 
said: “Send me David your son who is 
with the sheep.” So Jesse loaded a don¬ 
key with some bread, a skin of wine 
and a kid and sent them with his son 
David to Saul. David came to Saul, and 
stood before him. Saul loved him and 
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made him his armor-bearer. Whenever 
the evil spirit from God came upon 
Saul, David took his harp and played. 
Saul was relieved and felt well, for the 
evil spirit departed from him. 

Now David went to and from Saul 
to feed his father’s sheep at Beth-lehem. 

DAVID AND GOLIATH 

the Philistines gathered together their 
armies for war, and Saul and the men 
of Israel were gathered together and 
arrayed for battle. The Philistines stood 
on the mountain on the one side and 
the Israelites stood on the mountain on 
the other side, and between them was 
a valley. 

There came out a champion from the 
camp of the Philistines, named Goliath 
of Gath. [5] He was nine feet six inches 
tall; a brass helmet on his head and 


[4] he saw eliab: When Saul asked Samuel, “Where is the seer’s 
house?” Samuel replied, “I am the seer.” The Lord thought this 
immodest and when Samuel went to anoint Saul’s successor, the 
Lord left him to his own devices as a reminder of how the prophetic 
vision descended upon him from the Lord. 

When Samuel arrived at Jesse’s house, he saw the tall, handsome 
Eliab and said to himself, “Surely he is the Lord’s anointed.” 

Then God told him: “You are mistaken. You are only human and 
look at the outward appearance, but the Lord sees into the heart. 
Eliab is not fit to be king because his anger is too swift.” 


[5] goliath of gath: Goliath was challenging Saul, the king of the 
Israelites, who stood head and shoulders above any man in Israel. 
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9 8 

dressed in coat of mail. The weight of 
the coat was about two hundred and 
twenty pounds. He had greaves of brass 
upon his legs, and a brass javelin be¬ 
tween his shoulders. He stood and cried 
out to the armies of Israel: “Why did 
you draw up in battle array? Choose 
for yourself a man, and let him come 
down to me. If he will overcome me 
and kill me, then we will be your 
servant. But if I overcome him and kill 
him, then you shall be our servants and 
serve us.” 

The Philistine champion came for¬ 
ward for forty days, morning and eve- 


SAMUEL 17:5-6, 8-9, 16, IO-II, 32-34 

ning, saying: “I taunt the armies of 
Israel. Give me a man, that we may 
fight together.” When Saul and all 
Israel heard the words of the Philistine 
they were dismayed and terrified. 

Then David said to Saul: “Let no 
man be frightened [6] because of him. 
Your servant will go and fight this 
Philistine.” 

Saul said to David: “You are not able 
to go and fight this Philistine, for you 
are but a youth and he is a man of war 
from his youth.” 

David said to Saul: “Your servant 
kept his father’s sheep, and when a lion, 


The Philistine giant intended to humiliate Saul who years before 
at the battle of Shiloh had wrested the Tablets of the Law from his 
hands. Goliath bellowed: “Why are you people of Israel gathered 
to make war against us Philistines? You are nothing but slaves to 
Saul. But I, Goliath of Gath, have killed your two priests, Hophni 
and Phinehas. I captured the Ark of the Covenant of your God and 
brought it to the temple of Dagon. I have fought in every campaign 
of our armies, killed and trampled on as many people as there is 
sand upon the shores of the sea. What did your King Saul do? 
What prowess did he show? Yet you made him king. If he is strong 
and brave, let him come forth and fight with me.” 

[6] let no man be frightened: David lost his fear of Goliath 
when he heard the Philistine giant say, “If your Israelites have no 
brave men among you, then send me your God, who is supposed to 
be a great warrior. Your Moses said: 

The Lord is a man of war, 

The Lord is His name (Exodus 15:3).” 
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I SAMUEL 17:34-40 


99 


or a bear came and took a lamb from 
the flock, I went after him, smote him 
and saved it from his mouth. If he rose 
up against me, I caught him by the 
beard and killed him. Both lion and 
bear I killed, and this Philistine shall 
be as one of them, for he taunted the 
armies of the living God. The Lord who 
delivered me from the lion and the bear, 
He will deliver me out of the hand of 
this Philistine." 

Saul said to David: “Go, and the 
Lord shall be with you." Then Saul 


clad David with his apparel, and put a 
helmet of brass upon his head, and clad 
him with a coat of mail. David girded 
his sword over the apparel and at¬ 
tempted to walk, but he could not. 
David said to Saul: “I cannot go with 
these, [7] for I am not used to them." 
So David took them off. He took his 
staff in his hand, chose five smooth 
stones out of the brook, and put them 
in his shepherd's bag. With the sling 
in his hand, he advanced toward the 
Philistine. 


David saw how huge Goliath was, how heavily armed. Goliath car¬ 
ried a sword, a spear and a javelin. “Any one of those weapons 
should have been enough," David thought. “But I can overcome 
him because he has no fear of God, he blasphemes, and he does not 
understand the spirit in man. This giant is nothing—his shadow has 
departed from him." Then David called out: “You come to me with 
a sword, a spear and a javelin, but I come to you in the name of the 
Lord." Thus our Sages remind us that size and physical might do 
not necessarily bring victory; spirit and dedication do. 


[7] 1 cannot go with these: Because Saul’s armor did fit David 
the boy looked kingly in the royal armor. Since he was head and 
shoulders taller than any man in Israel Saul wondered how this boy 
should wear his armor and he jealously considered whether David 
was destined to rule in his place. As he did so a look of hatred 
crossed his face. 

David saw Saul’s look and at once said: “This armor is too heavy 
for me. I cannot wear it." David said to Saul: “Your servant has 
been guarding his father’s sheep and killed the lion and the bear. 
Am I so important and esteemed to be granted such prowess by the 
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I SAMUEL 17:42-46, 48-49 


When the Philistine looked about and 
saw David, he despised him [8] for he 
was a youth, ruddy and handsome, and 
he said to David: ‘‘Am I a dog that you 
came to me with sticks?” Goliath cursed 
David by his god. 

Then he said to David: “Come to 
me, and I will give your flesh to the 
birds of the air and to the cattle of the 
field.” 

And David said to the Philistine: 
“You come to me with a sword, a spear 
and javelin, but I come to you in the 


name of the Lord, the God of the armies 
of Israel, whom you have taunted. This 
day the Lord will deliver you into my 
hand, that I may smite you and take 
your head off. And I will give the car¬ 
casses of the Philistine host to the birds 
of the air and the wild beasts of the 
earth. Then all the earth will know that 
there is a God in Israel.” 

The Philistine rose and as he came 
to meet David, David hastened and ran 
to meet him. Then David put his hand 
into his bag, and took from it a stone, 


Lord to overcome powerful beasts? The Lord gave me strength and 
valor as an omen, an indication that Israel will be saved by such 
powers.” Then David went out and found five white stones in the 
brook. With them he advanced against Goliath. The giant was 
immense and David thought, “How can any man stand before such 
a monster?” But when Goliath began to mock Israel and curse God 
David knew that he could stand against him. “I can defeat Goliath 
because I fight for the Lord and He will give me strength.” 


[8] he despised him: When Goliath saw David he was so aston¬ 
ished by the youth that he remained rooted to the ground. Used to 
facing hardened warriors and expecting a seasoned fighter, Goliath 
saw only a stripling and was taken aback. So confused was he that 
he scarcely knew what he was saying. “I will give your flesh to . . . 
the cattle of the field,” he threatened. Do cattle eat flesh? At that 
David knew that the giant was doomed and replied, “I will give 
your carcass to the birds of the air.” When Goliath heard David 
speak of “birds of the air” he raised his eyes skyward, lifting his 
visor so that he could see and the stone aimed by David struck his 
unprotected forehead and killed him. 
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I SAMUEL 17:49, 51-52; l8:2, 5-IO 

put it in his sling and slung it. The 
stone struck the Philistine on his fore¬ 
head. It sank into his forehead, and he 
fell upon his face [9] to the ground. 
David ran to the fallen Philistine, drew 
out the Philistine’s sword from its sheath, 
and killed him. When the Philistines 
saw that their champion was dead, they 
fled. The man of Israel and of Judah 
pursued the Philistines as far as the 
gates of Gath and Ekron. 

Saul took David that day into his 
service and did not let him go home to 
his father’s house. 

SAULS JEALOUSY OF DAVID 

saul put david over the men of war, 
and it pleased all the people and the 
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servants of Saul. When Saul and David 
returned from fighting the Philistines 
the women from all the cities of Israel 
came out, singing and dancing to meet 
them, with tambourines, with joy and 
with three-stringed instruments. The 
women sang: 

“Saul has slain his thousands [10] 
But David his ten thousands.” 

Then Saul became very angry, for 
their saying displeased him. He said: 
“They have ascribed to David the ten 
thousands, and to me the thousands. 
All he lacks is the kingdom!” From that 
day onward Saul eyed David. 

On the next day the evil spirit of 
God came upon Saul, and he raved 
within the house, while David played 


[9] goliath fell on his face: Why did Goliath fall on his face? 
Would it not have been more natural for a man struck in the fore¬ 
head to fall backward? Because Goliath had blasphemed with his 
mouth and because he bore the image of his idol Dagon on his 
breastplate, God wanted to humble both. When Goliath fell, his 
mouth was in the dust and so was his breastplate, thus fulfilling the 
verse (Leviticus 26:30) “I will . . . cast your carcasses upon the car¬ 
casses of your idols.” 

^ [ 10] saul has slain: David had just saved the kingdom and Saul’s 

own life. Why was Saul so angry? Should he not have rejoiced with 
the women for Israel’s redemption from the enemy? Because of his 
jealousy of David Saul thought that the women had praised David 
more highly than him, had elevated David above him. They had 


.rniaa-ia tm vs'pxa ‘pin© nan 




102 

for him as usual. Saul had his spear in 
his hand and he said: “I will pin David 
to the wall.” He threw the spear at him, 
and David stepped aside and evaded 
him twice. Saul became afraid of David 
because the Lord was with him, and 
had departed from Saul. So Saul re¬ 
moved him from him, and made him 
captain over a thousand. David had 
great success in all his ways, and the 
Lord was with him. When Saul saw 
that he had great success, he stood in 
dread of him, but all Israel and Judah 
loved David. 

DAVID MARRIES MICHAL 

michal, saul’s daughter loved David. 
When they told it to Saul, the thing 


i samuel 18:10-16, 20-22, 25-28 

pleased him. He said: “I will give her 
to him to imperil him, that the hand 
of the Philistines may be upon him.” 
He said to his servants: “Thus shall you 
say to David: ‘The king does not desire 
any dowry, but to take vengeance on 
the kings enemies. Let him bring proof 
that he has killed in battle a hundred 
of the Philistines/ ” Now Saul thought 
to make David fall by the hand of the 
Philistines. 

The servants of Saul told these words 
to David, and it pleased David to be¬ 
come the king’s son-in-law. So David 
arose and went with his men and two 
hundred Philistines were killed. Saul 
gave him Michal, [11] his daughter, as 
wife. Michal, Saul’s daughter loved 
David. Saul saw and knew that the 


spoken of Saul without giving him his title of king, so making him 
the equal of the young shepherd. “He is already called my equal 
and even my superior,” Saul mused, “all he lacks now is my throne.” 

[ 11 ] saul gave him michal: When the Philistines heard that 
David had married Michal they rejoiced. “Now we can war against 
Israel and win for it is written in their Torah, ‘A bridegroom shall 
not go out to battle until a year has passed’ (Deuteronomy 24:5).” 
When David heard what the Philistines had said he laughed, be¬ 
cause they did not know that the law expounded: “That is true 
only of wars beyond the borders of Israel. When we are attacked 
every man must fight, even the groom from under his canopy.” The 
Philistines did attack and David, leading Saul’s forces, met and 
defeated them. 
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I SAMUEL 18:28-29; 18:1,3-4; 19:1-10 

Lord was with David, so he was yet 
more afraid of him. 

JONATHAN AND DAVID 

Jonathan loved David. The soul of 
Jonathan was knit with the soul of 
David. He made a pact with David be¬ 
cause he loved him as his own soul. 
Jonathan stripped himself of his robe 
and gave it to David. Then he gave him 
his apparel, even his sword, his bow 
and his belt. 

Saul spoke to Jonathan, his son and 
all his servants to slay David. But Jon¬ 
athan, Saul’s son, who delighted in 
David told him: “Saul, my father, is 
plotting to slay you. Now, hide yourself, 
and I will speak about you to my father, 

and whatever I will find out I will tell 

» 

you. 

Jonathan spoke favorably of David 
[12] to his father. He said to him: “Let 
the king not sin against his servant 
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David, because he has not sinned against 
vou. He risked his life and killed the 
Philistine, and the Lord brought a great 
victory for all Israel. You saw it and 
rejoiced, why then will you sin and 
shed innocent blood, to kill David with¬ 
out cause?” Saul listened to what Jon¬ 
athan said, and swore: “As the Lord 
lives, he shall not be put to death.” 
Jonathan brought David to Saul, and 
David remained in his presence as he 
had before. 

MICHAL SAVES DAVID'S LIFE 

there was war again, and David went 
out and fought the Philistines, and de¬ 
feated them with heavy losses, and they 
fled before him. Then the evil spirit 
from the Lord was upon Saul. He sat 
in his house with the spear in his hand, 
and David was playing on the harp. 
Saul tried to pin David to the wall with 
his spear, but David slipped away. So 


[12] Jonathan spoke favorably of david: Until this point Jon¬ 
athan’s name in Hebrew had been spelled in the brief fashion, 
Yonathan. But when Jonathan speaks to Saul in defense of David, 
his rival for the throne, the text gives his name as Y’Honathan, the 
first two letters forming the name of the Lord. The Rabbis explained 
that Jonathan’s firm display of affection for David despite his father’s 
hatred and David’s threat to his own succession to the throne grew 
out of Jonathan’s profound spiritual attachment to David and thus 
merited the name of the Lord attached to his. 
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he drove the spear into the wall, and 
David fled [13] and escaped. 

That night Saul sent messengers to 
David’s house to watch him, so as to 
kill him in the morning. Michal said to 
David: ‘’ If you do not save your life 
tonight, you will be killed tomorrow. ” 
So Michal let David down through the 
window, and he fled. Michal took the 
teraphim and laid it on the bed. She 
put a quilt of goat’s hair at the head of 
the bed, and covered it with a cloth. 

When Saul sent the messengers to 
take David, she said to them: “He is 


1 samuel 19:10-18 

sick.” Then Saul sent the messengers 
again with the command: “Bring him 
up to me in the bed, so that I may kill 
him.” The messengers brought it, and 
behold, the teraphim were in the bed. 
And Saul said to Michal: “Why have 
you deceived me? You let my enemy 
escape.” 

Michal said to Saul: “He said to me: 
‘Let me go. Why should I kill you?”' 

David fled and came to Samuel at 
Ramah, and told him all that Saul had 
done to him. Then he and Samuel went 
and stayed in Naioth. 


[13] and david fled: Our Sages tell us that when the hour behaves 
impudently toward you, do not try to force it to do your bidding. 
Give it time and wait. Whosoever has the patience and endurance 
will find that the hour will eventually fall into his hand. When 
Nimrod was angry with Abraham and wanted to kill him, Abraham 
fled—and lived to become father of a great nation. Esau wanted to 
murder Jacob and Jacob fled until the time came for him to become 
Israel. So when Saul wanted to kill David, David too fled until the 
hour when Saul conceded that David would surely reign. 
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14 + I SAMUEL Uo- 25 ] 


DAVID CONSULTS JONATHAN 

david fled from Naioth and he went 
and met Jonathan and he said to him: 
“What have I done? What is my guilt? 
What wrong have I done to your father 
that he seeks my life?” Jonathan an¬ 
swered: “Far from it! My father does 
no thing great or small without letting 
me know. So why should my father hide 
this thing from me? No, it is not so!” 
David said: “Your father knows well 
that I have found favor in your eyes, so 
he said to himself: ‘Jonathan must not 
know this because he will be grieved.' 
But truly, as the Lord lives, there is but 
a step between me and death.” 


Jonathan said to him: ‘What do you 
wish me to do for you?” David said: 
“Tomorrow is the festival of the New 
Moon, when I should sit with the king 
to eat. So let me go, that I may hide 
myself until the third day at evening. 
If your father will miss me, then say: 
‘David asked leave of me that he might 
run to Beth-lehem, his city, for it is the 
vearly sacrifice for the whole family.’ If 
he says, ‘Good,’ then it will be well 
with your servant. But if he becomes 
angry, then you will know that he is 
determined to harm me.” Jonathan said: 
“If I shall see that my father is deter¬ 
mined to harm you, then I shall come 
and tell it to you.” Then David said: 
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I SAMUEL 20'. IO, 19, l8, 20-22, 24-38, 4O-4I 


“How will you let me know your father's 
determination?" 

Jonathan said: “You hide yourself at 
the stone Ezel. Tomorrow at the festival 
of the New Moon your seat will be 
empty. On the third day I will come to 
the place where you hide yourself and 
I will shoot three arrows, as though I 
shot at a mark. I will send the boy who 
will be with me, and if I say to the boy, 
‘Look, the arrows are on this side of you, 
get them/ then come forward, for all 
is well with you—there is nothing to 
fear as the Lord lives. But if I say to 
the boy, ‘The arrows are beyond you/ 
then go, for the Lord sends you away." 

David hid himself in the field. 

Jonathan’s plan 

it was at the New Moon festival. The 
king sat down to the meal, and David’s 
place was empty. Nevertheless, Saul did 
not say anything on that day, for he 
thought: “Something has befallen David 
that he could not come." But on the 
next day, when he saw that David’s 
place was empty again, Saul said to Jon¬ 
athan: “Why has not come the son of 
Jesse to the meal; neither yesterday nor 
today?" Jonathan answered: “David 
asked leave of me to go to Beth-lehem. 
He said to me, ‘Let me go, for our fam¬ 
ily has a sacrifice in the city.’ Therefore, 
he did not come to the king’s table." 


Saul’s anger blazed against Jonathan 
and he said: “Rebellious son, do I not 
know that you have chosen the son of 
Jesse to your shame and the disgrace of 
your mother? For as long as the son of 
Jesse lives upon the earth you shall not 
be established, nor your kingdom. Now 
go! Fetch him, for he deserves death." 
Jonathan answered Saul, his father: 
“Why should he be put to death? What 
has he done?" Saul raised his spear, 
ready to strike him, so Jonathan knew 
that his father was determined to put 
David to death. He rose and left the 
table in anger, and he did not eat bread 
on the second day of the month, for he 
grieved for David. 

JONATHAN KEEPS HIS PROMISE 

it was morning. Jonathan went out 
into the field at the time appointed with 
David, and a little boy was with him. 
He said to the boy: “Run now and find 
the arrows which I shoot." As the boy 
ran, Jonathan shot an arrow beyond 
him. When the boy came to the place 
of the arrow which Jonathan shot, Jon¬ 
athan cried after the boy and said: “Is 
not the arrow beyond you? Quickly, 
run, do not stop." The boy gathered the 
arrows and brought them to his master. 
Jonathan gave his weapons to the boy 
and said to him: “Go, carry them to the 
city." As soon as the boy was gone, 
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I SAMUEL 20:41-42; 21:1-5, 8-10 

David came out from his hiding and fell 
on his face to the ground and bowed 
down three times to Jonathan. They 
kissed one another and wept. Jonathan 
said to David: “Go in peace. Remem¬ 
ber! We two have sworn in the name of 
the Lord, saying: ‘The Lord shall be a 
witness between me and you and be¬ 
tween my descendants and your de¬ 
scendants forever.’ ” 

David arose and departed. Jonathan 
went into the city. 

DAVID AND THE PRIEST AHIMELECH 

then david came to the city of Nob, 
to Ahimelech, the priest. When Ahi- 
melech saw him, he came eagerly to 
meet him, and said: “Why are you 
alone, without attendants?” David said 
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to Ahimelech: “The king has com¬ 
manded me to do something and he 
told me: ‘Let no man know anything 
about the business on which I send 
you.’ The young men who attend me 
I told to wait in such and such a place. 
Now, what have you at your hand? 
Five loaves of bread? Give them to me, 
or whatever you have.” 

The priest answered David: “I have 
no common bread, only the holy bread, 
[1] the showbread.” So the priest gave 
to David the showbread, the holy bread. 
Now, one of the servants of Saul was 
there that day, detained before the Lord; 
his name was Doeg, the Edomite, [2] 
the chief of Saul's shepherds. 

And David said: “Is there a spear 
here, or a sword?” 

And the priest said: “The sword of 


holy bread: The holy bread or “showbread” consisted of twelve 
loaves placed on a golden table in the Sanctuary every Sabbath. The 
loaves were baked on Friday and tradition holds that they were kept 
miraculously fresh and warm for the entire week. When the week 
was up, the loaves were replaced on the following Sabbath, and then 
divided among the priests and eaten. 

doeg, the edomite: Doeg and David were officers of the same 
rank in Saul’s army. As David advanced rapidly, Doeg became 
jealous. When he reported David’s visit to the Sanctuary at Nob, 
he made it seem that the priests there had been deliberately con¬ 
temptuous of Saul. 
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Goliath, the Philistine, whom you slew, 
is here wrapped in a cloth.” 

And David said: “There is none like 
it; give it to me!” 

DAVID FEIGNS MADNESS 

david fled that day in fear of Saul and 
went to the king of Gath, [which is in 
the land of the Philistines. When he 
presented himself to the king,] the serv¬ 
ants of Achish, the king of Gath, said 
to him: “Why, is this not David, the 
hero of the land? Was it not of him 
that they sang: 

Saul has slain his thousands 
But David his ten thousands?” 

When David heard it he was fright¬ 
ened of Achish, the king of Gath. So 
he pretended to be insane: He ran to 
and fro. He scribbled on the doors of 
the gate and let his spittle run down 
his beard. Achish looked at him and 


said: “Behold, that man is mad! Do I 
lack madmen here? Who brought him 
here? He shall not be allowed to come 
into my house.” 

DAVID IN ADULLAM 

david fled from there and escaped to 
the cave of Adullam. When his brothers 
and all his father’s house heard it, they 
went down there to him. And every one 
who was oppressed or in debt, and every 
one who was discontented, gathered 
themselves to him, and he became their 
captain. There were with him about 
four hundred men. 

Then David went to the king of 
Moab, and said: “I beg of you, let my 
father and mother stay with you until I 
know what God will do for me.” And 
they remained with the king of Moab, 
all the time that David was in the 
stronghold. After that, David went to 
the forest of Hereth. 


Doeg called David not by his name but “the son of Jesse” to point 
out that David was descended from Ruth the Moabitess and thus 
not truly an Israelite. Doeg himself was the son of an Edomite 
mother and what he wanted to stress was that Moabites had been 
declared ineligible to be accepted into the congregation of Israel. 

Tradition has it that a voice was heard saying: “How long will 
you sin and repeat your false accusations of a taint in David’s 
lineage? All Israelites are of equal lineage in My eyes. The born 
Israelite and the righteous proselyte, neither is better.” 
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I SAMUEL 22 : 6 - 11 , I3-I7 


SAUL KILLS THE PRIESTS OF NOB 

then saul heard that David became 
the captain of a band. Saul was sitting 
under the tamarisk tree in Gibeah on a 
hill, his spear in his hand, and all his 
servants were standing around him. And 
Saul said to his servants: “Hear you, 
Benjamites! Will the son of Jesse give 
every one of you fields and vineyards? 
Will he make you all captains? Why 
did you all conspire against me, and 
there was none who disclosed it to me 
when my son made a pact with the son 
of Jesse? Is there not one of you who 
feels compassion for me? Has my son 
incited all my servants against me?” 

Then Doeg, the Edomite, said: “I 
saw the son of Jesse coming to Nob, 
and Ahimelech inquired of the Lord 
for him; and gave him food, and the 
sword of Goliath.” 


109 

The king sent and called Ahimelech, 
the priest, and all his father’s house, all 
the priests of Nob. They came to him, 
and the king said to Ahimelech: “Why 
did you conspire against me, that you 
have given the son of Jesse food and a 
sword? You have inquired of God for 
him, and risen against me as an enemy!” 

Ahimelech answered the king: “But 
who among all your servants is so 
trusted as David, who is the king’s son- 
in-law? Is it the first time I inquired of 
God for him? Your servant knew noth¬ 
ing at all about this.” 

The king said: “You shall surely die, 
you and your father’s house.” He said 
to the guards who stood about him: 
“Turn and kill the priests of the Lord. 
They were in league with David. They 
knew that he was fleeing, and they did 
not tell me.” 

But the guards would not lift their 
hand [3] to fall upon the priests of the 


[3] would not lift their hand: The Law clearly states that a 
king must be obeyed by all men. “Anyone who scorns your orders 
and does not obey you in all you command him, he shall be put 
to death” (Joshua 1:18). Our Rabbis say that this edict applied not 
only to Joshua but to all the kings (Sanhedrin 49a). Yet when Saul 
commanded the guards to kill the priests of Nob, the guards refused 
and Saul did not have them killed. Was that not open treason and 
rebellion? 

Abner and Amasa were the two commanders and they refused to 
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Lord. Then the king said to Doeg, the 
Edomite: “You turn and fall upon the 
priests. 

Doeg fell upon the priests and killed 
on that day eighty-five men. 

And one of the sons of Ahimelech, 
Abiathar, escaped and fled after David. 
He told David that Saul killed the 
Lord’s priests. David said: “I am to 
blame for the death of all your father’s 
house. When I saw Doeg there, I knew 
that he would tell Saul. Stay with me 
and fear not. Whoever seeks your life 
seeks my life.” 

DAVID, NABAL AND ABIGAIL 

there was a man in Maon who was 
very rich. He had three thousand sheep 


i samuel 22:17-18, 20-23; 25:2-8 

and a thousand goats. The name of the 
man was Nabal, [4] and the name of 
his wife was Abigail. The woman had 
good sense and was beautiful; but the 
man was rough and evil. 

David was then in the wilderness of 
Maon. He heard that Nabal was shear¬ 
ing his sheep. He called ten young men, 
and said: “Get you up to Carmel, and 
go to Nabal and greet him in my name: 
‘Peace be unto you and your house. I 
have heard that you have men shearing. 
Now, your shepherds have been with 
us, and we did not insult them, and 
nothing of theirs was missing all the 
while they were in Carmel. Ask your 
young men and they will tell you. 
Therefore, let my young men find favor 
in your eyes, and give whatever you 


order the troops to kill the priests. They said: “We cannot execute 
your order because it is contrary to God’s Law. You bestowed upon 
us insignias of authority and gave us honors. We hereby return 
them all to you and we will follow the command of the Lord.” Even 
had they done so, the soldiers would not have obeyed because the 
Torah forbids obeying an unjust order, even from a king. The com¬ 
mand to obey the king on punishment of death applies only when 
the king’s command does not transgress the Law of the Torah. 

[4] nabal: Nabal means churl. Why would any parent name a 
child a churl? Nabal was a stingy man who begrudged even the 
members of his household food, let alone charity for the poor. His 
miserliness was so well-known that soon his real name was forgotten 
and all knew him as Nabal. 
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I SAMUEL 25:8-13, 21 - 22 , I4-20, 23-25, 27, 30-33, 35 


III 


have on hand to your servants and to 
your son David/ ” 

David s young men spoke all this to 
Nabal in the name of David. Nabal 
answered: “Who is David? And who is 
the son of Jesse? There are many slaves 
nowadays who break away from their 
masters. Shall I then take my bread and 
my water, the meat I have slaughtered 
for mv shearers, and give it to the men 
of whom I know not?” 

David’s young men left, and returned 
and told him all this. Then David said: 
“Let every man gird on his sword.” 
About four hundred men followed 
David, while two hundred men re¬ 
mained with the baggage. Then David 
said: “In vain I guarded all that this 
man has in the wilderness. May God do 
so to David’s enemies if I leave by 
morning a single male of all that be¬ 
longs to Nabal.” 

One of the young men told Abigail: 
“David sent messengers from the wil¬ 
derness to greet our master and he flew 
at them. His men were good to us. We 
have not missed anything when we were 
in the fields. All the while we were 
tending the sheep, David’s men were a 
wall about us, both by night and by 
day. Now, therefore, consider what 
vou should do, for there is evil brew- 
ing against our master and his house.” 

Then Abigail hastened and took two 
hundred loaves of bread; two skins 


of wine, five dressed sheep, five meas¬ 
ures of parched grain, a hundred clus¬ 
ters of raisins, and two hundred cakes 
of figs. She loaded them on donkeys, 
and said to her young men: “You go on 
before me.” But she did not tell her 
husband. 

As she was riding her donkey, and 
came down the side of the mountain, 
she met David and his men coming 
toward her. She hastened and alighted 
from her donkey; bowed herself to the 
ground before David, and said: “Let 
your handmaid speak. Let my lord not 
take seriously this worthless fellow, 
Nabal, for he is like his name. ‘Churl’ 
is his name, and churlishness is with 
him. Your handmaid did not see the 
young men of my lord whom you sent. 
Now, here is the present which your 
servant has brought to my lord. May it 
be given to the young men who follow 
my lord. The Lord will certainly ap¬ 
point you prince over Israel. Then my 
lord will not reproach himself for need¬ 
less bloodshed. Then you shall remem¬ 
ber your handmaid.” 

David said to Abigail: “Blessed be 
the Lord, the God of Israel, who sent 
you this day to meet me. Blessed be 
you, who has kept me this day from 
bloodshed.” 

David accepted the present Abigail 
brought him, and he said: “Go up to 
your house in peace.” 
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I SAMUEL 25:36-42 


When Abigail came to Nabal, he was 
holding a feast in his house like the 
feast of a king, and he was very drunk. 
She told him nothing until the morn¬ 
ing. But in the morning, when the wine 
was gone out of Nabal, she told him all 
this. His heart died within him, and he 
became like a stone. About ten days 
later he died. 

When David heard that Nabal was 
dead, he said: “Blessed be the Lord who 
has avenged my insult [5] from the 


hand of Nabal, and kept back His serv- 
ant from evil.” 

Then he sent messengers to Abigail, 
and they said: “David sent us to ask 
you to be his wife." She arose and 
bowed, and answered: “Your humble 
handmaid is ready to wash the feet of 
my lord’s servants." She hastened and 
mounted a donkey, and five of her 
maidens followed her. She went after 
the messengers of David, and became 
his wife. 


[5] avenged my insult: David’s young men came to Nabal on the 
day after Samuel’s funeral. All Israel still mourned but Nabal gave a 
party, saying, “God’s prophet and still he dies!’’ Nabal laughed and 
drank more wine. When David’s young men told how they had 
protected his flocks, Nabal mocked them: “Tell David that Samuel 
is dead and the oil he poured over David’s head is as forgotten as 
Samuel’s life." 

When David was told of Nabal’s insults he came down with his 
four hundred armed men, but Abigail and her maidens, bearing 
gifts, intercepted him. She bowed before David and said: “Forgive 
the drunken man who prattles in his wine.’’ But David refused, 
saying: “Nabal denied my anointing and my kingship. By custom, 
then, he who rebels is denied a trial." 

“You are right, my lord," Abigail replied, “but think. When you 
are king a poor man will ask a rich man for bread. When the rich 
man refuses him, the poor man will slay him. The rich man’s sons 
will then try to kill the poor man out of revenge and the poor man 
will come to you for protection. You will say: You were wrong to 
slay the rich man.’ The poor man will answer: ‘But your Majesty, 
is that not what you did to Nabaft’ ’’ 

David hearkened to the wisdom of her words. 
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1 S« I SAMUEL [23-31] 


david and Jonathan’s covenant 

it was told Saul that David was come 
to Keilah. And Saul said: “God has 
delivered him into my hand; for he is 
shut in, by entering into a town that 
has gates and bars.” Saul called all the 
people to go down to Keilah, to besiege 
David and his men. David knew that 
Saul devised mischief against him, and 
he said: “O Lord, God of Israel, Thy 
servant has heard that Saul will destroy 
the city for my sake. O Lord, will the 
men of Keilah deliver me up into Saul’s 
hand: 1 ” And the Lord said: "They will 
deliver you up.” Then David and his 


men arose and departed and went wher¬ 
ever they could go. 

David abode in the wilderness in the 
strongholds, and remained in the hill 
country in the wilderness of Ziph. And 
Saul sought him every day, but God 
delivered him not into his hand. Then 
Jonathan, Saul’s son, arose, and went to 
David into the wood, and strengthened 
his hand in God. And he said to him: 
“Fear not; for the hand of Saul, my 
father, shall not find you; and you shall 
be king over Israel, and I shall be next 
to you; and that also my father knows.” 
And they two made a covenant before 
the Lord. 
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I SAMUEL 23:19, 25-28; 24:2-5 


II 4 


SAUL SPARES DAVID 

the ziphites came to Saul at Gibeah, 
and said, “David hides himself in the 
hill of Hachilah.” So Saul and his men 
went to seek David, and they pursued 
him in the wilderness of Maon. Saul 
went on this side of the mountain, and 
David and his men on that side; and 
David hastened to escape from fear of 
Saul. Saul and his men surrounded 
David and his men and were about to 
take them. But there came a messenger 
to Saul, saying: “Make haste, and come; 
for the Philistines have made a raid 
upon the land.” So Saul returned from 


following [1] David and went against 
the Philistines. 

DAVID SPARES SAUL 

when saul returned from fighting the 
Philistines, it was told him, “David is 
in the wilderness of En-gedi.” Then 
Saul took three thousand chosen men 
with him to seek David and his men 
upon the rocks of the wild goats. He 
came to the caves which served as shel¬ 
ter for the sheep in bad weather and 
entered one of the caves to anoint his 
feet. David and his men were hidden 
in the innermost parts of the cave. 
Then David's men said to him: “Here 


[1] saul returned from following: When Saul had David sur¬ 
rounded, a messenger arrived and reported that the Philistines were 
raiding the land. Saul’s officers were divided as to whether to aban¬ 
don the pursuit of David. Some said, “At last we have David at our 
mercy. He cannot escape. Let us seize him and once and for all be 
done with this rebel.” But the others replied: “Let us not tarry. The 
country is in danger and the defense of the land comes first. Even¬ 
tually David will fall in our hands.” 

Saul had to decide which course to follow. He was tempted to rid 
himself of David but he thought: “I am the anointed of the Lord, 
king of Israel, a shepherd of the Lord’s flock. When the flock is in 
danger does not the shepherd overlook his own needs and desires: 1 
Now, I must accept my responsibility for my flock, this people and 
this land.” Again, Saul showed that neither hatred nor revenge would 
stay him from his kingly duties, and then “Saul returned from fol¬ 
lowing David and went against the Philistines.” 
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I SAMUEL 24:5, 7-8, 5, 8-13, I7-I9, 21-23; 26:1-7 


is the day on which the Lord has deliv¬ 
ered your enemy into your hand.” David 
said to his men: “The Lord forbid that 
I do this thing to my lord, the Lord’s 
anointed.” He checked his men with 
these words and did not let them attack 
Saul. But David arose quickly and cut 
off the hem of Saul’s robe. 

Saul left the cave and went on his 
way. David left the cave and called out 
to Saul: “My lord, the king!” Saul 
looked behind him and David bowed 
his face to the ground and prostrated 
himself. Then David said to Saul: 

“Why did you listen to the words of 
the men who said that David seeks your 
life? You can see that this day the Lord 
has delivered you into my hand in the 
cave, but I refused to kill you. Because 
I said, I will not lift my hand against 
my lord, for he is the Lord’s anointed. 
Yes, my father, look and see the hem of 
your robe in my hand. Let the Lord 
judge between me and you. My hand 
shall not be against you.” 

When David had finished speaking 
Saul said to him: “Is this your voice, 
my son, David?” Saul wept and said to 
David: “You are more righteous than 
I, for you have done good to me and I 
have done evil to you. When the Lord 
delivered me into your hand, you did 
not kill me. Now I know that you shall 
surely be king and the kingdom of 
Israel shall be established in your hand. 
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So now swear to me by the Lord that 
you will not kill my children when I 
am gone and will not destroy my name 
out of my father’s house.” And David 
swore to Saul. And Saul went home and 
David and his men went up to the 
stronghold. 


DAVID AGAIN SPARES SAUL 


the ziphites came once more to Saul 
at Gibeah, and said “David hides him¬ 
self in the hill of Hachilah.” Then Saul 
arose, and went down to the wilderness 
of Ziph. He took three thousand chosen 
men with him to seek David. Saul en¬ 
camped on the hill of Hachilah. David 
remained in the wilderness. When he 
saw that Saul came after him in the 
wilderness, he sent spies, and discovered 
where Saul was encamped. David arose 
and came and he saw Saul was lying 
inside the entrenchment. Abner, the 
captain of the armies, and all the people 
lay round about Saul. 

Then David said to Ahimelech, the 
Hittite, and to Abishai, the son of 
Zeruiah: “Who will go down with me 
to Saul, to the camp?” 

Abishai answered: “I will go down 
with you.” So David and Abishai made 
their way to the camp by night, and 
there was Saul, lying asleep within the 
entrenchment, his spear thrust in the 
earth at his head. 
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Abishai said to David: “God has de¬ 
livered your enemy into your hand. Let 
me pin him to the ground with the 
spear and I will not strike him again!” 

David said to Abishai: “Destroy him 
not. [2] Who can lay his hands on the 
Lords anointed and be guiltless? His 
day will come to die or he will be swept 
away in battle. The Lord forbid that I 
should raise my hand against the Lord’s 
anointed. But take the spear that is at 
his head, and the jug of water.” 

Then David went over to the other 
side, and stood on the top of the moun¬ 
tain, and cried out, saying: “Abner, will 
you not answer?” 

Abner answered: “Who are you that 
cries to waken the king?” 

David said to Abner: “You are a val¬ 
iant man. There is none like you in all 
Israel. Why then have you not guarded 
the lord, your king? As the Lord lives, 
you deserve to die, because you have 


I SAMUEL 26:8-11, 13-20 

not kept watch over your lord. See now, 
where is the king’s spear, and the jug 
of water that was at his head?” 

Saul recognized David’s voice, and 
said: “Is it your voice, my son David?” 
David answered: “It is my voice, my 
lord, O king.” He continued: “Why 
does my lord pursue after his servant? 
What have I done? Of which evil am I 
guilty? Now therefore, I pray you, let 
my lord, the king, hear the words of his 
servant. If it be the Lord that has stirred 
you up against me, let the Lord accept 
an offering; but if it be the children of 
men, cursed be they before the Lord; 
for they have driven me out this day 
that I should not cleave unto the in¬ 
heritance of the Lord, saying: Go, serve 
other gods. [3] Now therefore, let not 
my blood fall to the earth away from 
the presence of the Lord; for the king 
of Israel is come out like a partridge to 
hunt a single flea in the mountains.” 


[2] destroy him not: Twice David had chances to kill Saul and 
did not. The first time was when Saul came alone to the cave and 
David was so close that he was able to cut off a part of Saul’s cloak. 
The second time David stole into Saul’s encampment while the 
king and his guards slept and stole Saul’s spear and waterskin. Both 
times David’s followers wanted to kill Saul. They said: “The law is 
on your side. The law says clearly: ‘If one comes to kill you, forestall 
him by killing him first.’ ” The second time, David’s lieutenant 
Abishai actually raised his spear to strike Saul but David warned 
him: “If you kill him, your blood will be mingled with his.” 
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Saul answered: “I have sinned. Re¬ 
turn, my son David. I will do you no 
harm, [4] for my life was precious in 
your eyes this day. I have acted foolishly 
and erred.” 

David answered: “Here is the king’s 
spear! Let one of the young men come 
and fetch it.” 

Then Saul said to David: “Blessed be 
you, my son David. You shall certainly 
succeed in whatever you undertake.” 

DAVID IN GATH 

then david said to himself: “Some day 
I shall be captured by Saul. I had better 
escape into the land of the Philistines.” 


David arose and went over, he and 
the six hundred men who were with 
him, to Achish, king of Gath. When 
Saul was told that David had fled to 
Gath, he finally gave up his search 
for him. 


SAUL AND THE WITCH OF EN-DOR 

samuel died, and all Israel mourned 
for him and buried him in Ramah, his 
own city. 

Saul had put out of the land those 
that divined by ghost and the wizards. 
The Philistines gathered themselves to¬ 
gether and came and encamped in 
Shunem. And Saul gathered all Israel 


[3] go, serve other gods: Did David worship idols? No. What 
David meant was that he who leaves the Land of Israel and goes 
elsewhere it is as if he worshiped idols. David also said that he who 
is buried in a land other than the Holy Land it is as if he were 
buried in Babylonia (where the wicked generation inundated by 
the Flood lived). But he who is buried in the Land of Israel, it is as 
if he were buried under the altar, for the whole land is worthy of 
being the site of the Temple; and he who is buried there it is as if 
he were buried under the Throne of Glory. 

[4] 1 will do you no harm: Twice solemnly Saul swore he would 
not pursue David. But David knew he could not depend on Saul’s 
oath. Not only was Saul by temperament unreliable but Abner, the 
commander of Saul’s army, hated David and intrigued against him. 
When David showed the piece of cloth he had cut from Saul’s robe, 
Abner said: “David lies. The piece of garment was probably torn off 
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I SAMUEL 28:4-13 


together, and they encamped in Gilboa. 
When Saul saw the hosts of the Philis¬ 
tines, he was afraid and his heart trem¬ 
bled greatly. Saul inquired of the Lord, 
but the Lord did not answer him, neither 
by dreams nor by the prophets. Then 
Saul said to his servants: “Seek for me 
a woman who divines by ghost, that I 
may go to her to inquire of her." 

The servants said: “There is a woman 
in En-dor that divines." 

Saul disguised himself, [5] and went, 
he and two men with him, and came 
to the woman by night. He said to her: 
“Divine me, I beg of you, by ghost. 
Bring up the ghost of him I shall name 
to you." 


The woman answered: “You know 
that Saul has driven the diviners out of 
the country. Why then are you laying 
a snare for my life, to cause me to die?" 

Saul swore to her, saying: “As the 
Lord lives, there shall no punishment 
happen to you for this thing.” 

The woman said: “Whom shall I 
bring up to you?" He said: “Bring me 
up Samuel." 

When the woman saw Samuel, she 
cried out with a loud voice: “Why have 
you deceived me, for you are Saul!" 

The king said to her: “Be not afraid, 
but what do you see?" 

And the woman said: “I see a god- 
like being coming up out of the earth." 


when you marched through the thorn bushes. And even if what 
David says is true, he did not dare kill you in the cave because we 
would have come in after him and torn him to pieces." The second 
time David said, “I have the king's waterskin and spear here. Did 
Saul also lose these in the thorn bushes?" Abner could say nothing 
and Saul vowed once more not to pursue him. 

[5] saul disguised himself: Tradition tells us that when he went 
to the sorceress, Saul dressed as a commoner. When he asked the 
sorceress to divine for him by ghost, the woman was afraid because 
she knew that Saul had forbidden witchcraft and made it punishable 
by death. But Saul swore to her by the Lord that no harm would 
come to her. The Rabbis comment on this inconsistency: Saul, 
involved in a superstitious practice which was tantamount to denial 
of the Lord, swears by the Lord’s name that nothing will happen to 
the witch who helps him. 
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And he said to her: “What does he 
look like?” 

She said: “An old man is coming up, 
and he is covered with a mantle.” Saul 
knew that it was Samuel, and bowed 
with his face to the earth. 


119 

Samuel said to Saul: “Why have you 
disturbed me, [6] to bring me up?” 

Saul answered: “I am in grave trouble. 
The Philistines make war against me, 
and God has departed from me. He 
answers me no more, by prophets or by 


[6] why have you disturbed me: The dialogue between Samuel 
and Saul, according to tradition, went like this: 

Samuel: ‘Wby have you disturbed me and brought me up? Was 
it not enough for you to anger the Lord by calling up the dead, 
which is the same as worshiping a graven image, must you make me 
into idol?” 

Saul: “The Lord has departed from me and does not answer me 
by prophets or by dreams. I called you up to tell me what to do.” 

Samuel: “You have given yourself your answer. The Lord has 
departed from you and become your adversary. I told you that the 
Lord had resolved to take the kingdom from you and give it to 
David.” 

Said: “When you were alive, you did not mention David’s name. 
Why do you speak of him now?” 

Samuel: “When I was in the world of deceptions Colam ha-sheker) 
I did not tell you the truth exactly because I feared your wrath. 
You might have killed me or David. But now that I am in the world 
of truth (^olarn ha-emet ) I can tell you the truth because you can 
do me no harm. What the Lord has done to you, and what He will 
do, you have deserved. You killed the priests of Nob. Tomorrow a 
great calamity will befall you.” 

Saul: “Tell me. Do not spare me.” 

Samuel: “The verdict is signed and sealed. Tomorrow the army 
of Israel will be defeated and you and your sons will be with me.” 

Saul: “Can I save myself?” 

Samuel: “Yes, by fleeing. If you flee, the army will be defeated 
but you and your sons will be saved. You must choose.” 
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I SAMUEL 28:15-17, 19-22 


dreams. [7] Therefore, I have called 
you, to tell me what I should do." 

Samuel said: “Why do you ask me, 
when the Lord has departed from you? 
The Lord has done to you as He spoke 
by me. The Lord has torn the kingdom 
fro m your hand, and has given it to 
David. The Lord will also deliver Israel 
with you into the hand of the Philis¬ 
tines. Tomorrow you and your sons shall 
be with me." [8] 


Then Saul fell full length upon the 
earth. He was very frightened because 
of what Samuel told him. There was 
no strength in him, for he had not eaten 
food all the day, nor all the night. 

When the woman saw that he was 
terrified, she said: “Your handmaid has 
done what you asked. Now therefore, 
let me set before you a bit of food. Eat, 
so that you may have strength when 
you go your way." 


Out of fear and hunger Saul stretched full-length on the ground 
and fainted. The woman revived him and gave him food and drink. 
When he had eaten, Abner and Amasa, his two chief officers, who 
he had brought with him, asked what Samuel had prophesied, and 
Saul answered: “He told me that the army would be victorious and 
my sons covered with glory." 

[7] neither by prophets nor by dreams: When Samuel asked 
Saul angrily why Saul had called him back, Saul replied that it was 
because he had got no response from either prophets or dreams. Why 
did he not mention that the priestly Urim had also not spoken to 
him? Our Rabbis tell us that Saul dared not refer to them because 
he had slain the priests of Nob and still felt remorse for this grievous 
sin and crime. 

[8] be with me: Why did Saul go out to battle when he knew it 
would bring him defeat and death? He might have fled and lived. 
But Saul did not flee because the disgrace would have been worse 
than death itself. When Samuel said that, ‘Tomorrow you and your 
sons shall be with me," he was not cursing Saul, but comforting him, 
said Rabbi Johanan. Saul's death would atone for his sins and thus 
Saul will be in paradise with Samuel. 
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He refused. But his servants, together 
with the woman, urged him until he 
yielded. He arose from the ground, and 
sat upon the bed. The woman hastily 
killed a fatted calf that she had. She 
took flour, kneaded it and baked un¬ 
leavened bread. She brought it before 
Saul and before his servants. They ate 
and they arose, and went away that 
same night. 

THE DEATH OF SAUL 

the Philistines fought against Israel, 
[9] and the men of Israel fled before 
the Philistines, and they fell down 
wounded and slain on the Mount of 
Gilboa. The Philistines overtook Saul 


and his sons, and they killed Jonathan, 
Abinadab and Malchishua, the sons of 
Saul. The fighting pressed hard upon 
Saul. The archers got him in range, and 
he was badly wounded. Then Saul said 
to his armor-bearer: “Draw your sword 
and run me through with it, lest the 
Philistines come and make sport of 
me.” His armor-bearer refused, because 
he was much afraid. So Saul took his 
sword, and fell upon it. When his 
armor-bearer saw that Saul was dead, 
he likewise fell upon his sword, and 
died with him. 

So Saul and his three sons and his 
armor-bearer died together. When the 
men of Israel saw that Saul and his sons 
were dead, they forsook the cities on 


At the moment that Saul spoke so to Abner and Amasa, the Lord 
summoned His angels and said: “Did you recognize the bravery and 
nobility of this mortal? He might have saved his life by fleeing but 
he chose instead to go into battle with his army, knowing that he 
would lose not only his own life, but the lives of his three sons. 
Saul has determined to do this because he knows that without his 
leadership the army would suffer even more.” 

[9] the Philistines fought: When Saul and his sons drew the 
Israelite forces into battle array and attacked the Philistines, Moses 
in heaven cried out: “O Lord, see the bravery of these men! They 
know they will be defeated and die, yet they march out. Lord, have 
mercy on them and preserve them.” 

And the Lord replied: “It is not I who decreed their death. It is 
the priests of Nob who stand before Me in silent accusation.” 
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I SAMUEL 31:7-13 


the side of the valley and beyond the 
Jordan, and they fled. The Philistines 
came and occupied them. 

On the next day, when the Philis¬ 
tines came to strip the slain, they found 
Saul and his three sons fallen on Mount 
Gilboa. They cut off his head, and 
stripped off his armor, and they put it 
in the house of Ashtaroth, and fastened 
his body to the wall of Beth-shan. 


When the inhabitants of Jabesh- 
gilead heard what the Philistines had 
done to Saul, all the valiant men arose 
and marched all night, and took the 
bodies of Saul and his sons from the 
wall of Beth-shan, and brought them to 
Jabesh and they burned them. And they 
took their bones, and buried them under 
the tamarisk tree in Jabesh. And they 
fasted seven days. 
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SAUL AND JONATHANS DEATH 

david dwelled in Ziklag. On the third 
day a man came from Saul's camp with 
his clothes torn and earth upon his head. 
When he approached David he fell to 
the ground and prostrated himself. David 
said: “Where do you come from?” 

He answered: “I have escaped from 
the camp of Israel.” Then David said to 
him: “Tell me, what happened?” 

And he answered: “The people have 
fled from the battle and many of them 
have fallen, and also Saul and Jonathan, 
his son, are dead.” 

David said to the man: “How do you 


know that Saul and Jonathan are dead?” 
And the man answered: “I happened, 
by chance, to be on Mount Gilboa, and 
there was Saul leaning upon his spear, 
the chariots and the horsemen pressing 
hard upon him. He looked behind and 
saw me and he called out to me and 
said: ‘I beg you kill me, because I am 
in agony of death. I am going to die, but 
I am afraid to fall into the hands of the 
Philistines.’ So I killed him, because I 
was sure that he could not live after he 
had fallen [upon his sword]. I took the 
crown that was on his head and the 
bracelet that was on his arm and I 
brought them to you, my lord.” 
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II SAMUEL 1:13-14, 16, 15, II-I2, 17, 19-21, 23-24 


David said to him: “Where do you 
come from?” And he answered: “I am 
a son of an Amalekite who lives in 
Israel.” And David said to him: “Why 
were you not afraid to destroy the Lord’s 
anointed? You are guilty of murder. [1] 
Your own mouth testified against you.” 
Then David called one of his men and 
said to him: “Strike him down.” 

Then David took hold of his clothes 
and tore them, and so did all the men 
who were with him. They wept and 
lamented and fasted until evening for 
Saul and his son Jonathan and the peo¬ 
ple of the Lord, because they had fallen 
by the sword. 

david’s lament 

and david lamented for Saul and for 
Jonathan, his son. 

‘Tour beauty, O Israel, upon your 
heights is slain; 

How are the mighty fallen! 


Tell it not in Gath, 

Proclaim it not in the streets of 
Ashkelon, 

Lest the daughters of the 
Philistines rejoice. 

You mountains of Gilboa, 

Let there be no dew nor rain 
upon you; 

You fields of death, 

For there the shields of the mighty 
were defiled. 

Saul and Jonathan, the lovely and 
the pleasant, 

In their lives and in their death 
they were not separated. 

They were swifter than eagles 

They were stronger than lions. 

You daughters of Israel, weep over 
Saul 

Who clothed you in scarlet, with 
other delights, 

Who put ornaments of gold upon 
your apparel. 


you are guilty of murder: The Amalekite was deemed guilty 
of murder though he reported that Saul had begged him to kill him. 
Our Rabbis explain that the law states clearly: “If a man asks his 
fellow man: ‘Cut off my hand, gouge out my eye, and I will not hold 
you responsible for the act,’ the man who obeys him remains re¬ 
sponsible.” That man is guilty of a crime and must pay damages. The 
law clearly forbids injury to anyone. The prohibition is a command¬ 
ment of the Lord which cannot be countermanded. 
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II SAMUEL 1:25-27; 2:1-4,8-13, I7-23 

How are the mighty fallen in the 
midst of the battle! 

Jonathan upon your heights is 
slain! 

I am distressed for you, my brother 
Jonathan, 

Most pleasant you have been to 
me; 

Wonderful was your love for me. 

How are the mighty fallen, 

And the weapons of war perished!” 

DAVID MADE KING OF JUDAH 

after this David inquired of the Lord: 
“Shall I go up into any of the cities of 
Judah?” The Lord said: “Go up.” Then 
David asked: “Whither shall I go?” And 
He answered: “To Hebron.” So David 
went up there with his wives, and he 
also took the men who were with him, 
every man with his household, and they 
settled in the cities around Hebron. The 
men of Judah came and they anointed 
David king [2] over Judah. 

WAR BETWEEN ISRAEL AND JUDAH 
now abner, the son of Ner, captain of 
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Saul’s army, took Ish-bosheth, the son of 
Saul, to Mahanaim and made him king 
over all Israel. But the house of Judah 
followed David. Ish-bosheth was forty 
years old when he was made king over 
Israel, and he reigned two years. 

Abner and the followers of Ish-bosheth 
went out from Mahanaim to Gibeon. 
And Joab and the followers of David 
went out from Hebron and met them 
at the pool of Gibeon. And there was a 
bitterly fought battle that day. Abner 
and his followers were beaten by David’s 
followers. [The followers of Ish-bosheth 
fled before Joab and his men.] 

And the three sons of Zeruiah were 
there: Joab, Abishai and Asahel. Asahel 
was as swift of foot as a gazelle of the 
field. He pursued Abner and followed 
him closely. Abner looked behind him 
and said: “Is it vou, Asahel?” He an- 
swered: “It is I.” 

And Abner said: “Turn aside, and 
seize one of the young men and take his 
armor for yourself.” But Asahel would 
not turn from following. 

Abner said again: “Turn aside. Why 
should I be forced to smite you to the 
earth? How could I look your brother 
Joab in the face?” Still Asahel refused 


[2] they anointed david king: David wanted to be crowned king 
in Hebron because from ancient times the city had been hallowed 
to Jews. In the Cave of Machpelah were buried the Patriarchs and 
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II SAMUEL 2:23-28; 3: I, 6, 12-18 


to turn. Wherefore Abner struck him 
with a backward thrust of the spear, and 
Asahel fell dead. 

A TRUCE BETWEEN THE ARMIES 

joab and abishai pursued Abner. When 
the sun went down they came to the 
hill of Ammah. The Benjamites gath¬ 
ered around Abner, and they stood on 
the top of the hill. Abner called to Joab 
and said: “Shall the sword devour for 
ever? Do you not know the end will 
be bitter? Command your people to stop 
following their brethren.” Joab said: “As 
God lives, had you not spoken, not one 
of the men would have stopped pursu¬ 
ing his brethren till morning.” 

Joab blew the Shofar and all the peo¬ 
ple halted and stopped pursuing Israel. 

ABNER NEGOTIATES WITH DAVID 

the war between the house of Saul 
and the house of David continued for 


a long time. David became stronger and 
stronger, but the house of Saul became 
weaker and weaker. And it was in this 
prolonged war that Abner strengthened 
himself in the house of Saul. Then 
Abner sent messengers to David, saying: 
“Make a covenant with me and I will 
bring all Israel to you.” And he said: 
“Good. I will make a pact with you, but 
one thing I require: You shall bring me 
Michal, the daughter of Saul.” 

David sent messengers to Ish-bosheth, 
saying: “Deliver to me my wife [3] 
Michal whom I married.” Then Ish- 
bosheth sent Abner and she was taken 
from Paltiel, her husband. Her husband 
went with her, weeping as he followed 
her to Bahurim. Then Abner said to 
him: “Go, return.” So he returned. 

Now Abner came to the elders of 
Israel and said: “You have long wanted 
David to be king over you. Now then, 
do it. For the Lord had promised: ‘By 
the hand of My servant David I will 
save Israel, My people, from the hand 


their wives: Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob and 
Leah. To be anointed king there would carry the great weight of 
tradition with the people. 

{3] deliver to me my wife: Why is Palti abruptly called Paltiel 
(in I Samuel 25:44 he is called Palti), which includes the name of 
God? Because, our Sages explain, Palti showed such strength and 
sensitivity that he deserved to bear the name of God. Michal was 
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of the Philistines and from the hand 
of all their enemies.’ ” And Abner also 
went to speak in the ears of David in 
Hebron. He came and there were twenty 
men with him. David made a feast for 
Abner and his men. Then Abner said: 
“I will go and gather all Israel to my 
lord and king, so that they will make 
a covenant with you, and you shall rule 
over all of them as you desire.” David 
sent Abner away, and he went away 
in peace. 

THE MURDER OF ABNER 

just then the followers of David and 
Joab came from a raid. Joab was told: 
“Abner came to the king, but he sent 
him off in peace.” Then Joab came to 
David and said: “What have you done- 5 
Abner came to see you; why did you 


send him off? Do you not know Abner, 
that he came to deceive you, to learn 
your going and coming?” 

When Joab left David, he sent mes¬ 
sengers after Abner. They brought him 
back from Bor-sirah, but David did not 
know it. When he came to Hebron Joab 
took him aside at the town gate to speak 
with him quietly, and stabbed him in 
the groin, and he died. 

When David heard it, he said: “I and 
my kingdom are guiltless before the 
Lord of the blood of Abner. Let it fall 
upon the head of Joab.” 

Then David said to Joab and to all 
the people who were with him: “Rend 
your clothes, and gird on sackcloth, and 
lament before Abner.” King David fol¬ 
lowed the bier. [4] They buried Abner 
in Hebron, and the king wept aloud at 
Abner’s grave and all the people wept. 


a most beautiful woman and forced to marry Paltiel by her father, 
who was the king. Paltiel and Michal lived in the same house 
but Paltiel put a sword between himself and Michal to keep him 
from temptation. In thus recognizing his duty and restraining his 
passions and governing his yetzer ha-ra, Paltiel merited the addition 
of God’s name to his own. 

[4] king david followed the bier: According to the law, a king 
must not follow the bier. In this case, however, David did so to 
appease the people. So it is written: “And all the people of Israel 
understood on that day that the king was not involved in the slay¬ 
ing of Abner.” 
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II SAMUEL 3:33-35,37-39; 5:1-6, 8; I CHRONICLES Ii:6 


David also chanted this lament for 
Abner: 

Must Abner die as a base fool dies? 
Your hands were not bound, 

Your feet were not put in fetters 
As one falls before bandits did you 
fall. 

Then all the people wept afresh for 
Abner. And afterward all the people 
came to persuade David to eat some food 
before the day ended. But David swore, 
saying: "God do so to me, and more also, 
if I taste bread or anything else before 
the sun sets." So all the people and all 
Israel were convinced that day that the 
king had nothing to do with the murder 
of Abner. 

Then the king said to his servant: 
"You know that a prince and a great 
man has fallen this day. I am weak and 
newly anointed king and the sons of 
Zeruiah are too hard for me." 

KING OVER ALL ISRAEL 

then all the tribes of Israel came to 


David at Hebron, and said: "We are of 
your bone and of your flesh. Even when 
Saul was king, it was you who led out 
and brought Israel back. Furthermore, 
the Lord said to you: Tou shall shep¬ 
herd My people Israel, and you shall 
be prince over Israel/" So David made 
a covenant with the elders of Israel 
in Hebron before the Lord, and they 
anointed David king over Israel. 

David was thirty years old when he 
became king; and he reigned forty years. 
He reigned over Judah in Hebron seven 
years and six months, and in Jerusalem 
he reigned thirty-three years over all 
Israel and Judah. 

DAVID CAPTURES JERUSALEM 

the king and his men went to Jerusalem 
against the Jebusites, the inhabitants of 
the land. They said to him: "You will 
never enter here, even if we left only 
the blind and the lame." [5] Then David 
said [to his men]: "Whoever goes up to 
smite the Jebusites and gains the water 
shaft will be made chief." Joab, the son 


[5] THE BLIND and the lame: When Abraham wanted to buy the 
Cave of Machpelah as a burial-place for Sarah, the people of Heth 
agreed to let Sarah be buried there for a large sum. However, he 
had to agree that his descendants would not take over the city of 
Jerusalem "except by the consent of the children of Jebus.” The 
Jebusites then made copper images which they set up all over their 
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of Zeruiah, went up first, and he was 
made chief. 

David captured the stronghold of 
Zion, [6] and he settled in the city and 
called it the City of David. [7] And 


then he built an encircling wall from 
Millo and inward. 

And Gad came to David and said: 
“Go, build an altar to the Lord in the 
threshing floor [8] of Araunah, the Jebu- 


city and on each image they inscribed the covenant Abraham had 
made with their ancestors. And they broke the covenant. 

So when the Jebusites now told David that he could not enter 
the city unless he took away the lame and blind, David understood 
what they meant. The blind and the lame referred to the copper 
images which have eyes and see not, feet and walk not, and, as it 
was said, “That are hated of David’s soul.’’ 

[6] david captured the stronghold of zion: When Joshua divided 
the land Jerusalem was not included in the territory of any tribe 
because the city was still in the hands of the Jebusites. Now that it 
was to be the capital, to whom would it belong? David declared that 
it would belong to all of the tribes together and assured that by hav¬ 
ing all the tribes contribute fifty shekels of gold each so that they 
could all together buy the city from Oman (Araunah). 

[7] the city of david: When David placed the center of worship 
of the Lord in Jerusalem, he sang: “Let me dwell in Thy tent for¬ 
ever’’ (Psalms 61:5). The Rabbis ask: “Did David want to live 
forever?’’ No, but in his joy, he wished his thanksgiving to endure 
forever. Then the Lord replied: “Because your joy is for Me and not 
for you, because you were the first to think of it and because you 
wished to build My House for My sake and not for your own, even 
though it shall be your son who will build it, yet will I attribute its 
building to you.’’ 

[8] the threshing floor: When David came to buy the threshing 
floor, Oman, the Jebusite, offered him a yoke of oxen for a burnt- 
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site.” Araunah saw the king and his 
servants coming to him and bowed down 
with his face to the ground, saying: 
“Why does my lord, the king, come to 
his servant?” And David said: “To buy 
an altar to the Lord.” And so Araunah 
said: “Let my lord, the king, then take 
all that seems to be good to him. Be¬ 
hold the oxen for the burnt-offering, and 
the threshing instruments and the yoke 
of the oxen for the wood.” All this did 
Araunah give to the king. Then Arau¬ 
nah said to the king: “The Lord your 
God accept you.” And the king said to 
Araunah: “No, but I will buy it from 
you at a price, nor will I offer burnt- 


ii Samuel 24:18, 20-25; 5:10-12 

offerings to the Lord which cost me 
nothing.” So David bought the thresh¬ 
ing floor and the oxen for fifty shekels 
of silver. David built an altar to the 
Lord there and offered burnt-offerings 
and peace-offerings. 

David became greater and greater, for 
the Lord was with him. 

Hiram, king of Tyre, sent messengers 
to David with cedar trees and carpenters 
and masons, and they built a house for 
David. Then David realized that the 
Lord had established him king over 
Israel, and that the Lord had made his 
kingdom exalted for the sake of His 
people Israel. 


offering and the threshing implements to be used as the wood for 
the sacrificial fire and wheat for the meal-offering. But David refused 
Oman’s generous offer, saying: “No, but I will buy these things for 
the full price, for I will not take that which is yours to offer a burnt- 
offering to the Lord without cost to me.” And David paid Oman for 
the oxen and the wood and the wheat. So Oman blessed David 
as he went up to prepare the sacrifice. Then the people said: “De¬ 
spise not the blessing of a simple common man, nor even of a gentile, 
for Oman’s blessing was acceptable to God.” 
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WAR WITH PHILISTINES 

when the Philistines heard that David 
was anointed king over all Israel, they 
went up in search of David. When 
David heard it, he went down to his 
stronghold, and the Philistines spread 
themselves in the valley of Rephaim. 
Then David inquired of the Lord: "Shall 
I go up against the Philistines? Wilt 
Thou deliver them into my hand?” And 
the Lord said to David: "Go up, for I 
will certainly deliver the Philistines into 
vour hand.” 

David came to Baal-perazim and de¬ 
feated them there. The Philistines left 


there their idols, and David and his men 
burned them with fire. 

david’s compassion 

when the armies of the Philistines were 
in the valley of Rephaim, David at that 
time was in the stronghold at the cave 
of Adullam. A garrison of Philistines 
occupied Beth lehem. Then David said 
longingly: "Oh, that some one would 
give me a drink of water from the well 
of Beth lehem, that is by the gate.” 
Three of his stalwarts broke through the 
Philistine lines, and drew water from 
the well at Beth-lehem and brought it 
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II SAMUEL 23 : 16 - 17 ; 8 : 1 - 3 , 5 - 6 , 14 , II-I2, 14 - 15 ; I CHRONICLES 15 : 1 ; 

II SAMUEL 6 : 1 - 3 , I4-l6 


to David. But David refused to drink 
it and he said: “The Lord forbid that 
I should. Am I to drink the blood of 
these men? For at the risk of their lives 
they have brought the water.” And he 
poured it out for the Lord. 

david's wars 

david defeated the Philistines and sub¬ 
dued them. He took Metheg-ammah 
from the hands of the Philistines. He 
defeated Moab, and the Moabites became 
subject to him, and paid him tribute. He 
also defeated the king of Zoba when he 
attempted to establish his dominion over 
the River. When the Aramean of Da¬ 
mascus came to help Hadadezer, king of 
Zoba, David defeated him and put a 
garrison in Aram of Damascus. The Ara- 
means became subject to David, and 
paid tribute to him. David put a garrison 
in Edom, and the Edomites paid tribute 
to him. He dedicated to the Lord all the 


silver and gold that he had captured 
from Aram, Moab, the Philistines and 
Amalek. 

The Lord gave victory to David wher¬ 
ever he went. David was king over all 
Israel, and he administered justice, right¬ 
eousness for all his people, [i] 

THE ARK IS BROUGHT TO JERUSALEM 

david built for himself houses in Jeru¬ 
salem, and he prepared a place for the 
Ark of God. Then David gathered all 
the chosen men of Israel and David 
arose and went with all the people to 
bring up the Ark of God, the Lord of 
hosts. They brought the Ark to the City 
of David. And David danced before the 
Lord with all his might, and he was 
girded with a linen ephod. So David 
and all the house of Israel brought up 
the Ark of the Lord with shouting and 
with the sound of the Shofar. 

And it was when the Ark of the Lord 


[i] HE ADMINISTERED JUSTICE, RIGHTEOUSNESS FOR ALL HIS PEOPLE? 

The original Hebrew says, “He did what is just and charitable,” and 
our Rabbis inquired, “How can those two terms be reconciled? If 
it is just, according to strict law, it is not charitable; if it is charitable, 
then it cannot be just, because it is not decided according to strict 
law.” 

The Sages comment that this verse means that David employed 
arbitration, which contains both justice and charity, as his method 
of judgment, telling the people who came to him that they must 
compromise their differences. 
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came into the city, that Michal, the 
daughter of Saul, looked out of the win¬ 
dow, and she saw King David whirling 
and dancing before the Lord, and she 
despised him in her heart. They brought 
the Ark of the Lord, and set it in its 
place within the tent that David pitched 
for it. Then David offered sacrifices to 
the Lord. And he blessed the people in 
the name of the Lord, and distributed 
to all the people, both to men and 
women, to every one a loaf of bread, a 
portion of meat and a sweet cake. So 
the people departed each to his home. 

David went home to bless his house¬ 
hold. Michal came to meet David, and 
she said to him: “How dignified was the 
king of Israel today as he stripped him¬ 
self before the eyes of the handmaids of 


his servant! You bared yourself [2] as 
a common fellow shamelessly uncovers 
himself.” 

David said to Michal: “It is before 
the Lord who chose me rather than your 
father, or any of his house, to appoint 
me prince over Israel, that I danced. As 
to the maidservants, I shall be held in 
honor by them.” 

DAVIDS KINDNESS 

and david said: “Is there anyone left 
[3] of the house of Saul to whom I may 
show kindness for the sake of Jonathan?” 
Now there was a servant in the house 
of Saul whose name was Ziba, and they 
called him to David. And David said: 
“Is there still someone left of the house 


[ 2] you bared yourself: Michal railed at David when she saw him 
dancing before the multitude bared. She berated him for having be¬ 
haved like a common lout and told him that her father and brothers 
had conducted themselves with more modesty and regal dignity. 
Then David replied: “Your family was always concerned with their 
own dignity and honor. I am more concerned with the honor and 
praise of the Lord than with what men may say about me.” 


[3] is there anyone left? The commentators ask: “Did not David 
know how many children Saul and Jonathan had? Did he not also 
know that only three of Saul's sons were killed on Mount Gilboa?” 
The Rabbis explain that David knew the children of Saul were liv¬ 
ing but he did not know where they were. Because in those days 
kings customarily killed the descendants of the old dynasty, Saul's 
children had gone into hiding. But David inquired after them and 
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of Saul, that I may show the kindness 
of God to him?" Ziba answered: “Jona¬ 
than left a son and he is lame in his 
feet. When he was five years old, the 
news came of Saul’s and Jonathan’s 
deaths. His nurse took him up and fled. 
But as she hurried he fell and became 
lame. His name is Mephibosheth." 

David said to Ziba: “Where is he?" 
And Ziba said to the king: “He is in 
Lo-debar." 

Then King David sent for him, and 
Mephibosheth came to David and pros¬ 
trated himself. And David said: “Fear 
not, for I will surely show you kindness 
for the sake of Jonathan, your father." 
Then he called Ziba, Saul’s servant, and 
said to him: “I give to your master’s son 
the entire estate of Saul. And you and 


your sons and your servants shall till 
the land for him, but Mephibosheth 
shall sit at my table.” 

Then Ziba said to the king: “As my 
lord, the king, commanded his servant, 
so shall your servant do." Mephibosheth 
remained in Jerusalem, and ate regu¬ 
larly at the king’s table. 

david’s sin with bath-sheba 

now at the return of the spring, at the 
time when kings go forth to battle, 
David sent Joab with the whole army of 
Israel, and they besieged Rabbah. David 
remained in Jerusalem. [4] One day at 
sunset David walked upon the roof of 
the king’s house, and he saw a woman 
bathing. The woman was very beauti- 


declared: “They should be told that no harm will befall them," so 
that all would know he intended no harm to any member of Saul’s 
household. 


[4] david remained in Jerusalem: When the country was at last 
at peace and Jerusalem established David spent his days governing 
and meting out justice. At night, exhausted from the labors of his 
day, he would fall asleep worn out. But at midnight his harp, which 
hung over his bed, would resound with the night breezes and fill 
his room with music. Then David would arise, go to the roof of the 
palace with his harp, and there survey the beautiful night skies of 
Jerusalem. Words of praise would spring to his lips and melodies 
from his lyre and all through the night he would chant the praises 
of the Lord. 
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II SAMUEL II.2-4, I4-22, 25-27 

ful. David sent and inquired about the 
woman. He was told: “Is she not Bath- 
shcba, the wife of Uriah, the Hittite?” 
David sent messengers, and took her to 
the king’s house. Then he wrote a letter 
to Joab: “Put Uriah in the forefront on 
the hottest fighting, then draw back 
from him, that he may be struck down 
and die. ’’ 

When Joab assigned the watch of the 
siege, he put Uriah [5] at a place where 
he knew the valiant troops were. When 
the men of the city went out and fought 
with Joab, some of the men fell, and 
Uriah died also. 

Then Joab sent and told David all 
concerning the war, and he said to the 
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messenger: “If King David will become 
angry and ask: ‘Why did you go so near 
the wall?’ then you shall say: ‘Also 
Uriah, the Hittite, is dead.’” The mes¬ 
senger came and told David all that Joab 
charged him to say. 

Thereupon David said: “Tell Joab, 
let not this thing depress you, for in one 
manner or another, the sword devours. 
Strengthen your attack upon the city 
and overthrow it.” 

Now when the wife of Uriah heard 
that her husband was dead, she lamented 
for her husband. When the mourning 
period was over, David sent and brought 
her to his house, and she became his 
wife, [6] and she bore him a son. But 


[5] he put uriah: Why did Joab do David’s bidding and deliber¬ 
ately send a valiant fellow-officer to his death? And why wasn’t Joab 
punished for such treachery to Uriah? 

Some Rabbis maintained that Uriah merited his death for dis¬ 
obeying his king. David had told him to “go down to your house 
and wash your feet,” but instead Uriah had stayed at the king’s 
palace. When David on the morrow asks why he did not go, Uriah 
speaks of “my lord Joab and the servants of my lord.” In naming Joab 
lord before David and the soldiers servants of Joab, he was com¬ 
mitting treason. Joab did not know what had happened in Jerusalem, 
but when Uriah brought him the note from David he was led to 
understand that Uriah had rebelled against the king and was thus 
being sentenced to death to avoid public notice. 

[6] and she became his wife: The Rabbis explain that David was 
not forbidden to Bath-sheba. Like all soldiers of the court Uriah had 
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II SAMUEL 11:27; I2:1 '4 


the thing that David had done displeased 
the Lord. 

THE PROPHET S REBUKE 

the lord sent Nathan to David, and 
he came to him and said: “There were 
two men in a city, one rich, the other 
poor. The rich man owned very many 
flocks and herds, but the poor man had 


nothing but a single ewe lamb. He fed 
it and it grew up with his children. It 
would eat from his food and drink from 
his cup, nestle in his bosom, and it was 
like a daughter to him. 

“Then a traveler came [7] to visit the 
rich man, but he spared his own sheep 
and cattle. He took the poor man’s lamb, 
and prepared it for the man who came 
to him.” 


given Bath-sheba a divorce when he went off to battle lest she be¬ 
come an agunah. An agunah was a woman whose husband had 
deserted her, or had gone off on a journey or to battle, and had never 
returned. With no witnesses to confirm his death, his widow must 
then remain alone awaiting his return. If the man never returns, 
the woman must remain a widow and not remarry to her dying day. 
Thus, because Bath-sheba was given a divorce by Uriah, she was 
free to go to David even before Uriah’s death. 

[7] then a traveler came: The Talmud pointed out that Nathan 
was doing far more than showing David that he had sinned with 
Bath-sheba. Nathan was reminding the king that sin grows until it 
fills the whole heart and mind. 

Rava observed that first the evil inclination is called a “passerby”; 
then it is called a “guest”; and finally it is called an “occupant of 
the house.” Why is the yetzer ha-ra referred to in this way? Because 
the soul which is holy, dwells in the body, which is the house of the 
soul. When the person admits the evil inclination, at first it is like 
a wayfarer who can shortly be sent on his way. But as the yetzer 
ha-ra remains it is like a household guest who acquires certain privi¬ 
leges. And soon the guest takes over and becomes the man, driving 
out the original soul which dwelt there and so becoming master of 
the house. 
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David's anger blazed furiously, and he 
said to Nathan: “As the Lord lives, the 
man who has done it deserves to die, 
because he had no pity. He shall restore 
the lamb fourfold." 

Then Nathan said to David: “You are 
the man! Thus said the Lord: ‘I anointed 
you king over Israel, and I delivered 
you out of the hand of Saul; I gave you 
your master's house, and gave you the 
house of Israel and Judah.' Why did 
you despise the word of the Lord by 
doing that which is evil in His eyes? 
You have slain Uriah, and you have 
taken his wife. Now, thus said the Lord: 
The sword shall never depart from your 
house.’ ” 

David said to Nathan: “I have sinned 
[8] against the Lord." 

Nathan said to David: “You shall not 
die. Nevertheless, because you have 
openly spurned the Lord by this deed, 

I will let your sin be known to all. You 
did it secretly, but I will do it before all 
the eyes of Israel. I will raise up evil 
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against you out of your own household. 
The child that will be bom to you shall 
die!" And Nathan departed. 

THE CHILD DIES 

the child that the wife of Uriah bore 
to David became very sick. David prayed 
to the Lord in behalf of the child, he 
fasted, and lay on the earth in sackcloth 
before the Lord. The elders of his house 
came and stood over him to raise him 
from the earth, but he would not get up 
nor eat with them. On the seventh day 
the child died. The servants of David 
feared to tell him for they said: “While 
the child was alive we spoke to him and 
he did not listen to us, how can we tell 
him that the child is dead? He may do 
himself some harm." 

When David saw that his servants 
were whispering together, he under¬ 
stood. He said to his servants: “Is the 
child dead?" They said: “Dead.” There¬ 
upon David arose from the earth and 


[8] 1 have sinned: When Nathan left, David realized how great 
was his sin and he begged God’s forgiveness. He prayed and pleaded, 
but the Lord would not listen to him. Finally David cried out: “O 
Lord, if only You will forgive me, Israel may learn from my example. 
They will see that if a man turns to You with all his heart in full 
atonement, You will pardon him, for even David, that grave sinner, 
was forgiven." And then God heeded his words and gave ear to 
his plea. 
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bathed, anointed himself, changed his 
garments, went to the house of the Lord 
and worshiped. Then he went to his 
own house and told the servants to set 
bread before him, and he ate. 

The servants said to him: “What is 
the meaning of the thing that you have 
done? You have fasted and wept for the 
child while it was alive, but when the 
child died you arose, bathed, changed 
your garments, and have eaten food?" 

David answered: “While the child 


was still alive I fasted and wept, for I 
said: Who knows, the Lord might have 
mercy and the child may live.’ But now 
that he is dead, why should I fast? Can 
I bring him back again? I shall go to 
him, but he will not return to me." 

David comforted Bath-sheba, his wife, 
and she bore him a son, and he called 
his name Solomon. The Lord loved him, 
and He sent a message through Nathan, 
the prophet, and he called his name 
Jedidiah, “the beloved of the Lord.” 
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ABSALOM SEEKS SUPPORT 

absalom, whose mother was Maacah, 
was born to David in Hebron. In all 
Israel there was no man so much praised 
for his beauty as Absalom. From the sole 
of his foot to the crown of his head 
there was no blemish in him. At the end 
of every year he would cut his hair, as 
it was heavy on him; it weighed two 
hundred shekels by the king’s weight. 
Absalom had chariots and horses, and 


fifty men to run before him. He would 
rise early and stand at the gate of the 
city. When any man had a suit to come 
before the king for judgment, Absalom 
would call him and ask him: “Of what 
city are you?” 

The man answered: “Your servant is 
from one of the tribes of Israel.” Ab¬ 
salom said to him: “Your cause is good 
and right, but the king has not ap¬ 
pointed any man to hear you. Oh, that 
I were made judge [ 1 ] in the land, that 


[1] that 1 were made judge: David had proved himself to be a 
particularly good judge, why therefore does Absalom make such a 
point of being a good judge? 
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any man who had a suit or cause might 
come to me. I would see that he received 
justice.” Also, when a man came near 
to prostrate himself, he would put out 
his hand and take hold of him and kiss 
him. In this manner Absalom stole the 
hearts of the men of Israel. 

BEGINNING OF THE REVOLT 
rr was some time later that Absalom 


said to the king: "Let me go to Hebron 
[2] and pay my vow, that I have vowed 
to the Lord.” The king said to him: "Go 
in peace.” So he arose and went. He 
sent secret messengers throughout all 
the tribes of Israel, saying: " As soon as 
you hear the sound of the trumpet, you 
shall say: ‘Absalom reigns in Hebron.'” 
With Absalom went two hundred men 
from Jerusalem who went in all inno¬ 
cence for they were invited as guests, 


David was so busy with so many things, government, military 
preparations, the Tabernacle, his own studies and writing that he 
could not hear even a. few cases each day. So he arranged court days 
each month and all the litigants were heard then, but they all had 
to wait for those days. Absalom promised instant justice, which ap¬ 
pealed to the common people for, as the saying has it, "Justice 
delayed is not justice.” 

[ 2 ] let me go to hebron: Absalom deceived both David and the 
elders of Israel. Absalom came to David, saying: "Father, I want to 
go to Hebron to bring fat sheep from there to sacrifice to God. Please 
give me a letter empowering me to select two elders to accompany 
me.” David asked if he wanted any man in particular and Absalom 
replied, “No, just empower me to select any two.” 

With that document Absalom went from city to city and in each 
showed the two most prominent men in the town the letter, saying: 
"My father empowered me to select any two men and I chose you 
because I have particular affection for you.” In that fashion Absalom 
succeeded in gathering around him the heads of two hundred coun¬ 
cils who knew nothing of his conspiracy with Ahithophel. When 
the elders discovered the plan for the rebellion, they gave only half¬ 
hearted assent to it. And they prayed: "O Lord, hear our prayer. 
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and were not aware of any plot. Before 
Absalom offered the sacrifice, he sent 
for Ahithophel, [3] David’s counselor. 
Ahithophel came and the conspiracy be¬ 
came strong as the people who joined 
Absalom increased. 

Then a messenger came to David and 
said: “The hearts of the men of Israel 
are with Absalom.” David said to the 
men who were with him: “Arise and 
let us flee. Make speed lest Absalom 
overtake us quickly and bring calamity 
upon us, and smite the city with the 
edge of the sword.” 

The king left the city on foot, and he 
stopped at the last house of the city. All 
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the countryside wept in a loud voice as 
the people passed by. Then the king 
came and stood in the river bed of Kid- 
ron, and all the people passed before 
him, toward the way of the wilderness. 
And, behold, among the people were 
the priests Zadok and Abiathar and all 
the Levites bearing the Ark of the Cov¬ 
enant of God. They set down the Ark 
until all the people had passed out of 
the city. Then the king said to Zadok: 
“Carry back the Ark of God into the 
city. If I find favor in the eyes of the 
Lord, He will bring me back, and He 
will let me see the Ark and its abode. 
But if He will say: ‘I have no delight 


May we fall into the hands of David, for he will be merciful. Only 
let not King David fall into our hands, because Absalom and Ahitho¬ 
phel will show him no mercy.” 

[3] ahithophel, the gilonite : Ahithophel was the grandfather of 
Bath-sheba. He was a great scholar, the most prominent courtier of 
David’s retinue, and David’s most intimate friend. Whenever David 
had a question of law he consulted Ahithophel and whatever Ahith- 
ophel’s decision the assembly of elders abided by it. 

But Ahithophel lacked true piety. He thought that his wisdom 
and learning made him best suited to be king of Israel. He enticed 
Absalom to rebel against his father and to violate David’s wives. 
Ahithophel hoped to have Absalom defeat David’s followers and then 
to kill his father. Ahithophel then planned to bring Absalom to judg¬ 
ment before the council of elders, holding Absalom to account and 
condemning him to death for his crimes. Then he, Ahithophel, the 
great sage, would be anointed king of Israel. 
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in you/ let Him do to me whatever He 
wills." Zadok and Abiathar carried the 
Ark of God back to Jerusalem, and they 
remained there. 

HUSHAI SENT TO OPPOSE 

AHITHOPHEL 

then david was told that Ahithophel 
was among the conspirators with Absa¬ 
lom. David said: “O Lord, I pray Thee, 
turn the counsel of Ahithophel into 
foolishness.” When David came to the 
top of the mountain, [4] Hushai, the 
Archite, came to meet him, his garment 
rent and earth upon his head. David 
said to him: “If you go with me, you 
will be a burden. But if you return to 
the city, and say to Absalom: ‘I will be 
your servant, O king, as I have been 


your father’s servant/ then you will help 
me defeat the counsel of Ahithophel. 
There will also be with you Zadok and 
Abiathar, the priests. They have with 
them their two sons, Ahimaaz, Zadok’s 
son, and Jonathan, Abiathar's son. By 
them you shall send me everything 
which you shall hear.” 

Hushai, David’s friend, returned to 
the city. David and all the people with 
him came to Bahurim weary and 
stopped there to rest. Absalom and all 
the people of Israel came to Jerusalem, 
and Ahithophel was with him. 

SHIMEI CURSES DAVID 

when david came to Bahurim, behold, 
there came a man of the family of the 
house of Saul, whose name was Shimei, 


[4] to the top of the mountain: When David looked around 
him and saw that his courtiers and officers kept their places around 
him according to their rank, as if they were all still in the palace 
of Jerusalem, and that all his friends had remained loyal to him 
and still considered him king, he forgot his grief and self-pity. He 
saw it as a sign that the Lord had not deserted him and he burst 
into a song of joy. It was a new psalm which began: “A song of 
David when he fled from Absalom, his son: 

“Lord, how many are my adversaries 
Many are they that rise against me. 

Many that are, that say of my soul: 

‘There is no salvation for him in God.' 

But Thou, Q Lord, art my sh ield above me, 

My glory, and the lifter up of my head” (Psalms 3:1-4). 
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the son of Gera; he came out, and kept 
on cursing as he came. And he cast 
stones at David, and at all the servants 
of King David; and all the people and 
all the mighty men were on his right 
hand and on his left. And thus said 
Shimei when he cursed: “Begone, be¬ 
gone, you man of blood, and base fel¬ 
low; the Lord has returned on you all 
the blood of the house of Saul, in whose 
stead you have ruled; and the Lord has 
delivered the kingdom into the hand of 
Absalom, your son; and, behold, you 
are undone by your own mischief, be¬ 
cause you are a man of blood.” 

Then Abishai, the son of Zeruiah, 


said to the king: “Why should this dead 
dog curse my lord, the king? Let me go, 
I pray you, and take off his head.” And 
the king said: “What have I to do with 
you, you sons of Zeruiah? So let him 
curse, because the Lord has said to him: 
Curse David; [5] who then shall say: 
Why have you done so?” 

David said to Abishai and all his 
servants: “My son, who came out of 
my body, seeks my life; how much more 
this Benjamite now? Let him alone, and 
let him curse; for the Lord has bid him 
curse. It may be that the Lord will re¬ 
quite me [6] good for his cursing of me 
this day.” So David and his men went 


[5] curse david: How is it that David says the Lord told Shimei 
to curse him? The Sages said that David had told Abishai: God has 
given Shimei room to curse me, for look at my condition. Were I 
still monarch in Jerusalem, would he dare to open his mouth? But 
like many men, God gives them pithon peh (permission to speak) 
and they speak far more than God intended and so earn God’s en¬ 
mity and man’s. 

And David added: “Let God see that despite Shimei’s false charges 
and cursing I seek no revenge; and so it may be to my credit in these 
dire straits.” 


[6] the lord will requxte me: Why did God allow David to sin? 
David was His own anointed, the man who welded God’s own peo¬ 
ple together. Rabbi Joshua ben Levi said that it was part of God’s 
plan, just as He allowed the Hebrews fresh from Sinai to sin with 
the golden calf. Each sin was an opening to repentance. Rabbi 
Simeon ben Yohai said: David was not suited for his sin; the Israel¬ 
ites were not suited for their sin. Why then did they occur? 
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their way; and Shimei went along on 
the hillside and cursed as he went, and 
threw stones at him, and cast dust. 

HUSHAI COMES TO ABSALOM 

when hushai, David’s friend, came to 
Absalom, he called out: “Long live the 
king! Long live the king!” 

Absalom said to him: "Is this your 
loyalty to your friend? Why did you not 
go with your friend?” 

Hushai answered: "I am for the man 
whom the Lord and Israel have chosen; 
his will I be. Again, whom should I 
serve? Should it not be his son? As I 
served your father, so will I serve you.” 

ahithophel’s plan 

the counsel of Ahithophel which he 
gave in those days was as if one in¬ 
quired the word of God. So was all the 
advice of Ahithophel considered by 
David and by Absalom. Now Absalom 
said to Ahithophel: "Give us counsel, 
what shall we do?” 

Ahithophel said: "Let me now choose 


twelve thousand men, and I will pursue 
David tonight. I will come upon him 
while he is weary and discouraged. And 
him and all the people with him I will 
throw in a panic. I will strike down the 
king alone, and I will bring back all the 
people to you, and the people will be at 
peace.” The plan pleased Absalom and 
all the elders of Israel. But Absalom 
said: "Call now Hushai, the Archite: 
let us also hear what he has to say.” 

When Hushai came Absalom said to 
him: "This is what Ahithophel said. 
Shall we listen to him? If not, speak 
out yourself.” 

And Hushai said: "The counsel that 
Ahithophel has given this time is not 
good. You know your father and his 
men; they are mighty warriors. They 
are embittered as a bear in the field 
robbed of her cubs. Your father is a man 
of war. He will not lodge with the peo¬ 
ple. He has hidden himself in some pit, 
or in some other place. When some of 
the attacking men will fall, whoever 
hears the report will say: Tbere has 
been a slaughter among the people who 
follow Absalom/ Then the most coura- 


So that in the future if the community or an individual should 
sin, he could see that the Hebrews right after Sinai, and David, 
after he had established his glory, had sinned likewise. So, whether 
a sin is private or public—David’s was private, Israel’s was public— 
or an individual or communal sin, repentance sincerely offered will 
be accepted and the sin forgiven. 
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geous man, whose heart is like the heart 
of a lion, will utterly melt. 

“Therefore, I counsel that all Israel, 
from Dan to Beer-sheba, shall be gath¬ 
ered, as many as the sands by the sea, 
and you yourself lead them in battle. 
So you will come upon him, and we 
will fall upon him [and the men who are 
with him] as dew falls on the ground; 
and of him and all the men who are 
with him not one shall be left. If he 
withdraws into a city, then all Israel 
will bring ropes to that city, and will 
drag it into the river until not even a 
single pebble can be found there.” 

Then Absalom and all Israel said: 
“The counsel of Hushai, the Archite, is 
better than the counsel of Ahithophel.” 
The Lord had ordained to defeat the 
good counsel of Ahithophel, so that He 
might bring evil upon Absalom. 

HUSHAI WARNS DAVID 

then hushai told the priests Zadok 
and Abiathar: “Ahithophel gave such 
and such advice to Absalom. Therefore 
send quickly and tell David not to camp 
tonight at the fords of the wilderness, 
but to cross the Jordan lest he be de¬ 
stroyed and all those with him.” 


Jonathan and Ahimaaz, the sons of 
Zodak and Abiathar, stayed outside the 
city, and a maidservant was sent to them 
with the message, and they went to tell 
King David. But a lad saw them and 
told Absalom. Both of them went 
quickly and came to the house of a man 
in Bahurim who had a well in his court, 
and they hid down there. The woman 
spread a cloth over the mouth of the 
well, and spread groats upon it. When 
Absalom’s men came to the woman’s 
house, they said: “Where are Ahimaaz 
and Jonathan?” 

She said: “They have crossed the 
brook.” So when they looked for them 
and could not find them, they returned 
to Jerusalem. 

After they were gone, Ahimaaz and 
Jonathan came up out of the well, and 
went and told King David: “Pass quick¬ 
ly over the water, for thus has Ahitho¬ 
phel counseled against you.” David 
arose, and all the people who were with 
him, and they crossed the Jordan. 

When Ahithophel saw that his coun¬ 
sel was not followed, he saddled his 
donkey and went home to his city. He 
gave instructions to his household, and 
then he hanged himself. He was buried 
in the burial-place of his father. 
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ABSALOM DEFEATED 

david came to Mahanaim, and Absalom 
crossed the Jordan, he and all the men 
of Israel with him. Absalom had set 
Amasa in command of all of the army 
in place of Joab. So Absalom and Israel 
encamped in the land of Gilead. 

David mustered the people who were 
with him, and appointed captains of 
thousands and captains of hundreds. 
Then he divided the people: one third 
he put under the command of Joab; 
another third under the command of 
Abishai, Joab’s nephew; and another 

irtx is’fir X 1 ? irsn 0x1 , 3*7 
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third under the command of Ittai, the 
Gittite. The king said to the people: 
“I also will go with you." 

But the people said: “You shall not 
go with us, because if we run away, or 
if even half of us die, no one will care. 
But you are worth ten thousand of us. 
The important thing is for you to be 
ready to help us from the city." 

The king said to them: “Whatever 
seems good in your eyes I will do." 

So the king stood at the side of the 
gate, and all the people went out by 
hundreds and by thousands. The king 
commanded Joab and Abishai and Ittai, 
saying: “Deal gently for my sake with 
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the lad Absalom.” All the people heard 
when the king gave charge to all the 
captains concerning Absalom. 

The people took to the field against 
Israel, and the battle was in the forest. 
And the forest that day devoured more 
people than the sword. The people of 
Israel were defeated by the followers 
of David. Absalom chanced to meet the 
servants of David. Absalom was riding 
on his mule, and the mule went under 
the thick branches of a great oak. His 
head was caught fast in the branches; 
the mule under him passed on, and he 
was left hanging between heaven and 
earth. A man saw it and told Joab: “I 
saw Absalom hanging under an oak.” 

Joab said: “You saw him; why did 
you not kill him? I would have given 
you ten [shekels of] silver and a belt.” 

The man answered: “Even if I felt 
in my hand a thousand, I would not lay 
a hand on the king’s son. We all heard 
the king charge you and Abishai. and It- 
tai: ‘Deal gently with the lad Absalom.’ ” 

Joab said: “I have no time to waste 
with you.” He took three darts and 
thrust them into the body of Absalom. 
The ten young men who bore Joab’s 
armor surrounded Absalom and killed 
him. They took the body of Absalom 
and cast it into a great pit in the forest. 
Then Joab blew the Shofar , and the 
people stopped pursuing Israel. All Israel 
fled away, every one to his home. 


THE NEWS OF ABSALOM S DEATH 

now ahimaaz said: “Let me run now 
and bring the news to the king, that the 
Lord avenged him of his enemies.” Joab 
said: “You are not to carry tidings to¬ 
day; you shall not do so, for the king’s 
son is dead.” Then Joab said to the 
Cushite: “Go and tell the king what 
vou have seen.” The Cushite bowed to 
Joab and ran. 

Then Ahimaaz said again: “Come 
what may, do let me run after the 
Cushite.” Joab said: “Why is it that you 
desire to run, my son? You will not be 
rewarded for the news you bring.” But 
Ahimaaz said: “Come what may, let me 
run.” So Joab said: “Run.” Ahimaaz ran 
by the way of the plain [of the Jordan], 
and he overtook the Cushite. 

David was sitting between the two 
gates, and the watchman had gone up 
on the roof of the gate. When he looked 
he saw a man running alone. The 
watchman called and told the king, and 
the king said: “If he is alone, there are 
tidings in his mouth.” Then the watch¬ 
man saw another man running. He 
called: “I see another man running 
alone.” The king said: “He is also bring¬ 
ing good tidings.” 

Then the watchman said: “I think 
the running of the first is like the run¬ 
ning of Ahimaaz.” 
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The king said: “He is a good man, 
he comes with good news.” Ahimaaz 
came near the king and said: “All is 
well.” Then he bowed and said: “Blessed 
be the Lord, who has delivered up the 
men who raised up their hand against 
the king.” 

The king said: “Is it well with the 
lad Absalom?” Ahimaaz said: “When 
Joab sent me, I saw a great tumult and 
I did not know what it was.” 

Then the Cushite came, and said: 
“Tidings for my lord, the king, for the 
Lord has avenged you this day from all 
those who are against you.” 

The king said to the Cushite: “Is it 
well with the lad Absalom?” The Cush¬ 
ite answered: “Let all the enemies of the 
lord, the king and all who rise against 
you for evil, be as the young man is.” 

david’s grief 

the king was much moved and as he 
went up to the chamber over the gate, 


11 samuel 18:27-29, 31-32; 19:1, 3-8 

he wept and cried: “O my son Absalom, 
my son, my son Absalom. Would I had 
died for you O Absalom, my son, my 
son. ” [1] 

The victory of that day turned into 
mourning for all the people, since they 
heard that the king was grieving for his 
son. The people slipped into the city 
stealthily, like people ashamed when 
they flee in battle. 

The king cried in a loud voice, “O my 
son Absalom, Absalom, my son, my son.” 
Joab came into the house of the king 
and said: “You have shamed this day 
all your followers who have saved your 
life and the lives of your sons, your 
daughters, and the lives of your wives, 
for you love your enemies and hate 
those who love you. You have declared 
today that all the princes and your fol¬ 
lowers are nothing to you. For now I 
know that if Absalom were alive and 
all of us dead today, you would be well 
pleased. Now arise and go out, and 
speak to the people. I swear by the Lord, 


[1] absalom, absalom: David was not only calling his son Absa¬ 
lom’s name. Av shalom means Father of Peace and David was also 
calling on God, praying: If I have found favor in Your sight, O 
Father of Peace, have mercy on my son Absalom’s soul. 

Why is “my son” repeated eight times? Seven times to raise 
Absalom from the seven divisions of Gehenna; and, as for the last, 
some say to unite Absalom’s severed head to his body and others say 
to bring him into the World to Come. 
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if you do not go out and speak, not a 
man will be left with you tonight.” 

The king arose and sat at the gate. 
When all the people were told: “The 
king is sitting at the gate,” all of them 
came to greet the king. 


DAVID RETURNS 

so the king returned and Judah came 
to Gilgal to meet the king and to bring 
him over the Jordan. Shimei, the son of 
Gera, [2] came down to meet King 
David with a thousand men of Benja¬ 
min. Shimei fell down before the king, 
when he would go over the Jordan. And 
he said: “Let not my lord hold me 


guilty, neither should you remember 
that which I did evilly the day that 
the king went out of Jerusalem. For 
your servant knows that he has sinned; 
therefore, I have come this day the first 
of the house of Joseph to meet my lord, 
the king.” 

But Abishai, the son of Zeruiah, an¬ 
swered and said: “Shall not Shimei be 
put to death for this because he cursed 
the Lord’s anointed?” 

David said: “Shall there any man be 
put to death this day in Israel?” And the 
king said to Shimei: “You shall not die.” 
And the king swore it. 

Mephibosheth, the son of Saul, came 
down to meet the king. And the king 


[2] shimei, the son of gera: After Absalom’s death, the people 
were concerned to see if King David would forgive those who had 
followed after the rebel. But none dared approach David until Shimei 
ben Gera came and knelt before the king. All were astonished be¬ 
cause it was Shimei who had cursed David and stoned him as he 
fled. Then Shimei said: “My lord, even Joseph’s brothers, his own 
flesh and blood, were forgiven after they wronged him. Joseph 
treated them with kindness and generosity and forgave them. There¬ 
fore, O king, forgive my sins against you. I deserve no forgiveness, 
I know, but the people will say: ‘None deserved punishment more 
than Shimei, for his crimes were the worst, yet King David forgave 
him.’ So let this be a sign to all Israel that you will forgive your 
people for their sins.” 

And David replied: “So be it. I have forgiven as you asked.” 

And because David forgave him, Mordecai was born out of the 
seed of Shimei and called by his name. 
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II SAMUEL 19:26-31; 21:15-17 


said to him: "Why did you not go with 
me, Mephibosheth?” He answered: "My 
lord, my servant deceived me. For your 
servant said: I will saddle a donkey that 
I may ride on it and go with the king 
for I am lame. And he has slandered 
me to my lord, the king; but my lord, 
the king is as an angel of God. Do there¬ 
fore what is good in your eyes.” And he 
said: "For all my father’s house were 
deserving of death at the hand of my 
lord, the king; yet you set your servant 
among those who ate at your own table. 
What right therefore have I yet? Or why 
should I cry any more to the king?” 

And the king said: "Why do you 


speak of these matters any more? I say: 
You and Ziba divide the field. ” [3] 
Mephibosheth said: "Let him take all, 
for since my lord, the king, is come in 
peace into his own house.” 

ABISHAI SAVES DAVID 

the Philistines had war with Israel 
again; and David went down and fought 
against the Philistines; and David waxed 
faint. [4] Ishbi-benob, who was of the 
sons of the giant, thought to have slain 
David. But Abishai, the son of Zeruiah, 
saved him and killed the Philistine. 
Then the men of David said: "You shall 


[3] divide the field: Rather than take the time and energy to 
discover the truth, David impatiently told Mephibosheth and Ziba 
to divide the land themselves. This was neither judgment nor just. 
So the Talmud states that when David said, "You and Ziba divide 
the field,” a Heavenly Voice called out: "Rehoboam and Jeroboam 
shall thus divide your kingdom!” 


[4] and david waxed faint: All through the hot day David and 
his warriors fought the Philistine armies and then stopped to rest. 
The only water they found was brackish and foul-tasting and David, 
in a moment of recollection, said, "Would that I could drink from 
the well near the gate of Beth-lehem!” 

Three young soldiers heard his words. Carrying only their weapons 
and a skin bag, they went through the Philistine lines which stood 
between them and Beth-lehem, eluding sentries where they could, 
fighting their way when they had to, until finally they reached 
Beth-lehem. There, having filled the skin with water from the well, 
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II SAMUEL 21:17; 7: 1-2, 4-5; I CHRONICLES 22:8; 28:6; 22:9 


not go out with us to battle any more 
lest you quench the lamp of Israel.” 

A TEMPLE TO THE LORD 

after the lord had given rest to the 
king from all his enemies and he had 
settled in his palace, the king said to 
Nathan, the prophet: “See now, I dwell 
in a house of cedar, but the Ark of the 
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Covenant of the Lord still dwells under 
curtains.” 

The same night the word of the Lord 
came to Nathan saying: “Go and tell 
My servant David: ‘You shall not build 
a house unto My name, because you 
have made great wars and you have shed 
much blood. Your son Solomon, he shall 
build My house [5] and My courts and 
I will establish his throne forever. His 


they returned as they had come, fighting their way back to David's 
camp. Bloody and proud, they presented the waterskin to their king. 
“Let the king drink from the well of Beth-lehem,” they said, “and 
restore his strength.” 

But David, appalled by their wounds, cried out, “No! I will not 
drink water bought at the price of your blood.” 

[5] he shall build my house: When David was settled in Jeru¬ 
salem he built a palace for himself and his family. Then he began 
to plan to build the Temple to the Lord. But the Lord spoke to 
Nathan, saying: “Go quickly to David because he is a hasty man 
and tell him, ‘You shall not build My house.’ ” 

David was saddened and asked the Prophet why. Nathan ex¬ 
plained: “Solomon, your son, will think first of the Lord and build 
the Lord’s house before he builds his own.” Then he told David 
that he was a man of war and therefore not fit to build the Lord’s 
Temple. 

David was saddened and wept. But then he said, “If I am not 
fit to build the house, at least I am fit to prepare for it.” And so he 
gathered together on Mount Moriah beams and stone, iron and brass 
(I Chronicles 22). 

Then the Lord sent the prophet Nathan to David once again to 
tell him: “Solomon will build the Temple and within its walls the 
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I CHRONICLES 22:9; 11 

name is Solomon and I will give peace 
and quietness to Israel in his days. I will 
not take away My mercy from him as 
I took it away from him who was be¬ 
fore you. But I will settle him in My 
house and in My kingdom forever, and 
his throne shall be established forever.’ ” 

So did Nathan speak to David. Then 
David went in and sat before the Lord, 
and he said: “Who am I, O Lord God, 
and what is my house, that Thou hast 
brought me so far? For Thy word’s sake 
and according to Thine own heart, hast 
Thou wrought all this greatness. Thou 
art great, O Lord God; for there is none 
like Thee, neither is there any God be¬ 
sides Thee.” 

DAVID ADDRESSES ISRAEL 

david assembled in Jerusalem all the 
princes of Israel, the chiefs of the tribes, 


SAMUEL 7:15-18, 21-22; I CHRONICLES 

28:1-3, 6, 9-10; 29:20 

the captains of thousands and the cap¬ 
tains of hundreds, and all the valiant 
men. David rose to his feet and said: 
“Hear me, my kinsmen and my people. 
It was in my heart to build a house of 
rest for the Ark of the Covenant of the 
Lord. I had prepared to build it, but 
God said to me: Tou shall not build a 
house to My name, because you are a 
man of war and you have shed blood.’ 
And He then said to me: ‘Solomon, 
your son, he shall build My house and 
My courts.’ 

“And you, Solomon, my son, know 
the God of your father and serve Him 
with a whole heart and willing mind. 
Take heed now, for the Lord has chosen 
you to build a house for the Sanctuary. 
Be strong and do it!” 

Then David said to all the congrega¬ 
tion: “Now bless the Lord.” And all 
the congregation blessed the Lord, the 


Children of Israel will chant: ‘A song at the dedication of the House 
of David,’ for it was you who first desired to build it.” 

[5] he shall build my house: Some commentators explained that 
God had said to David: “As you merited My love through the 
Psalms, which you wrote with all the fervor of your heart, so will 
they be established forever. Israel will daily speak them in their 
prayers. So will your name endure. If you build My Temple, you 
will do it with equal love and dedication and it will be established 
forever. If in the future Israel sins, the Temple will stand and 
Israel will have to be destroyed for its iniquity. But let your son 
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God of their fathers, and bowed down 
their heads before the Lord and before 
the king. 

david’s last words 

These are the last words of 
David, [6] 

The saying of David, the son of 
Jesse, 

The saying of the man raised on 
high, 

The anointed of the God of 
Jacob, 

The sweet singer of Israel: 

“The spirit of the Lord has spoken 
by me, 

And His word is upon my tongue. 


“The God of Israel said, 

The Rock of Israel [7] spoke to 
me: 

He who rules over man 
righteously, 

He who rules in the fear of God, 
He is like the light of morning 
When the sun rises, 

A morning without clouds; 

When from the sunshine after the 
rain, 

The tender grass springs from the 
earth. 

“Is not my house founded by God? 
He has made with me an 
everlasting covenant, 

Fully and clearly set forth. 


Solomon build the Temple. He is a fine man but his heart is not 
as your heart. Then if Israel sins, the Temple can be destroyed as 
punishment, but Israel will live!” 

[6] the last words of david: Why do some of David’s religious 
poems occur here and others in the Book of Psalms? The Rabbis 
explained that there are two spirits that flow from God, the Spirit 
of Prophecy and the Holy Spirit (the Shechinah). David had both 
spirits, the only man to be so blessed. The Spirit of Prophecy pro¬ 
duced the poems that are in the historical books; the gift of the 
Holy Spirit produced the Psalms and the Shechinah descended only 
when one was happy or enthusiastic. 

[7] the rock of Israel: Why does David speak these two lines, 
the second of which adds nothing to the first? Because David was 
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II SAMUEL 23:5 7; I CHRONICLES 29:10; II SAMUEL 24:25 


Will then all my desires and 
longings not be fulfilled? 

But the ungodly rulers are as 
thorns to be thrust away, 
all of them, 

That cannot be taken with the 
hand. 

If a man touches them, 


He must be armed with iron and 
spearshaft; 

And they shall have to be burned 
with fire at their place." 

Then David blessed the Lord before 
the congregation and built an altar to 
the Lord and offered burnt-offerings. 


stressing that he was not speaking as David the king, but as David 
the man, not of his own will or for his own glory, but with words 
put into his mouth by the Lord. The source was important; the 
message essential, not the speaker. By thus speaking he demon¬ 
strated his own humility for he might easily have taken pride in 
being chosen by God to be the Lord’s mouthpiece. 

God said that a ruler over man shall be righteous, even if he rules 
through the fear of God. The Rock of Israel said: “I rule man; who 
rules Me? The righteous rule Me, for I make a decree and the 
righteous may annul it with supplication." 
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20. I KING* [1-5] 


STRIFE BETWEEN BROTHERS 

king david was old and well advanced 
in years. Now Adonijah, who was born 
after Absalom, and who was very hand- 
some, cherished the idea that he would 
be king. He provided chariots and horse¬ 
men for himself, and fifty retainers to 
run before him. His father had never 
restrained him, by saying: “Why have 
you done so?” 

Joab, the son of Zeruiah, and Abi- 
athar, the priest, gave him their support. 

But Zadok, the priest, and Benaiah, the 
commander of David’s bodyguard, the 
prophet Nathan and David’s bodyguard 
were not with Adonijah. 

ini*o nxri nio xin mi 
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Then Adonijah made a solemn feast 
and he invited all his brothers, the king’s 
sons, and all the royal officials of Judah, 
but he did not invite Nathan, the 
prophet, nor Benaiah, nor the body¬ 
guard, nor Solomon, his brother. Then 
Nathan said to Bath-sheba, the mother 
of Solomon: “Have you not heard that 
Adonijah, the son of Haggith, has pro¬ 
claimed himself king and that David, 
our lord, does not know it? Now let me 
advise you, so that you may save your 
own life and the life of your son Solo¬ 
mon. Go to David and say to him: 
‘Have you not, my lord, O king, sworn 
to your maidservant saying, “Solomon 
vour son shall be king after me”? Why 
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I KINGS 1:13-18, 20-35, 38 


then has Adonijah been made king?’ 
And while you are speaking with the 
king, I will come and will confirm 
your words.” 

Bath-sheba went into the king’s cham¬ 
ber and she bowed and prostrated her¬ 
self before the king. The king said to 
her: “What is your wish?” And she said 
to him: “My lord, you yourself swore 
to your maidservant by the Lord your 
God: ‘Solomon, your son, shall be king 
after me and he shall sit upon my 
throne.’ Now Adonijah has proclaimed 
himself king without the knowledge of 
my lord. The eyes of all Israel are upon 
you, that you shall tell them who shall 
sit on the throne of my lord after him; 
otherwise when my lord, the king, shall 
sleep with his fathers, I and my son, 
Solomon, will be considered rebels.” 

While she talked they told the king: 
“Nathan, the prophet, is here.” [Bath- 
sheba left the chamber] and Nathan 
entered and bowed before the king, and 
he said: “My lord, O king, have you 
said: ‘Adonijah shall be king after me, 
and he shall sit on my throne’? For he 
has gone down this day and made a * 
solemn feast. He invited all the king’s 
sons and Abiathar, the priest, and Joab, 
the commander of the army, and they 
are eating and drinking and have said: 
‘Long live King Adonijah!’ But I, Zadok, 
the priest, Benaiah and your son Solo¬ 
mon were not invited. Now, if this all 
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has been brought about with the knowl¬ 
edge of the king, then why has this 
thing not been told to your servant?” 

Then David answered and said: “Call 
Bath-sheba to me.” She came and stood 
before him, and the king swore this 
oath: “As the Lord lives, who saved my 
life in all adversity, and as I have sworn 
to you by the Lord, God of Israel, say¬ 
ing: ‘Solomon, your son, shall be king 
after me,’ so will I do this day.” Bath- 
sheba bowed and prostrated herself be¬ 
fore the king and said: “May my lord, 
the king, live forever.” Then David said: 
“Call Zadok, the priest, Nathan, the 
prophet, and Benaiah, the commander 
of my bodyguard.” They came and stood 
before the king. The king said to them: 
“Take with you the warriors commanded 
by Benaiah and let my son Solomon ride 
upon my own mule. Bring him to the 
spring Gihon and there let Zadok, the 
priest, and Nathan, the prophet, anoint 
him king over Israel. Afterward, blow 
the Shofar and say: ‘Long live King 
Solomon.’ He shall go and sit upon my 
throne, and he shall be king after me, 
over Israel and Judah.” 


SOLOMON IS ANOINTED 

then zadok, the priest, Nathan, the 
prophet, together with Benaiah and 
David’s bodyguard went out and put 
Solomon on David’s mule and brought 
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him to the spring of Gihon. Zadok, the 
priest, took a horn of oil from the tent 
and anointed Solomon. Afterward they 
blew the ram’s horn and all the people 
said: “Long live King Solomon!” Then 
all the people went up after him playing 
upon flutes and rejoicing with a great 
tumult. 

Adonijah and all the guests with him 
heard it as they finished feasting. And 
they were all of them terrified. They 
arose and every man went his way, but 
Adonijah was in such fear of Solomon 
that he went and caught hold of the 
horns of the altar. It was told to Solo¬ 
mon: “Adonijah is in fear of King Sol¬ 
omon, so he has caught hold of the 
horns of the altar and has said: ‘I will 
not go out of the Sanctuary unless King 
Solomon swears to me that he will not 
kill me.’” Then Solomon said: “If he 
be a worthy man, not a hair of his shall 
be touched. But if he be found guilty of 
treason then he will die.” So Solomon 
sent and brought him down from the 
altar. And Adonijah came and pros¬ 
trated himself before King Solomon and 
Solomon said: “Go to your home.” 

SOLOMON ANOINTED A SECOND TIME 

david assembled in Jerusalem all the 
princes of Israel, the captains of the 
companies that serve the king, the cap¬ 
tains of thousands, the captains of hun¬ 


dreds, and all the officers and mighty 
men of valor. And he said to all the 
congregation: “Solomon, my son, whom 
God alone has chosen is young and 
tender; and the work to build is great, 
for it is not a palace for man but for the 
Lord God. I have prepared with all my 
might for the house of my God the gold, 
the silver, the copper, the brass, the 
iron, the wood and all the precious 
stones. Now, who will make a voluntary 
offering today unto the Lord?” Then the 
heads of the families and the princes of 
the tribes of Israel, the captains and the 
overseers of the king’s work willingly 
offered gold, silver, brass and iron. Those 
who had precious stones offered them 
to the treasure of the house of the Lord. 
Then the people rejoiced, for they of¬ 
fered willingly to the Lord. 

Thereupon David blessed the Lord 
before all the congregation: “Blessed be 
Thou O Lord, the God of Israel, our 
Father, forever and ever. Thine, O Lord, 
is the greatness and the power and the 
glory and the victory and the majesty, 
for all that are in heaven and earth are 
Thine. Thine is the kingdom, O Lord, 
and Thou art exalted as head above all. 

“Solomon, my son, know the God of 
vour fathers, and serve Him with a 
whole heart and willing mind: for the 
Lord searches all hearts and understands 
all thoughts. If you seek Him you will 
be able to find Him: Take heed now, 
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for the Lord has chosen you to build a 
house for the Sanctuary. Be strong and 
do it!” 

Then David said to all the congrega¬ 
tion: “Bless the Lord your God.” 

And all the congregation blessed the 
Lord, the God of their fathers, and 


bowed their heads. They sacrificed unto 
the Lord and they did eat and drink 
with great rejoicing. Afterward they 
made Solomon, the son of David, king, 
and again anointed him to the Lord to 
be ruler, and Zadok to be high priest. 

David slept with his fathers [i] and 


«*§ [l] david slept with his fathers: As the angel of death took 

David’s soul his body fell to the grass in the royal courtyard. Guards 
quickly called for the king’s physician, for Solomon, for the priests 
and the elders. When the physician had pronounced the king dead, 
Solomon ordered the soldiers to carry his father’s body into the 
palace, but the elders intervened. “It is Sabbath,” they said, “and 
it is not permitted to move a dead body on the Sabbath.” 

“Then what shall be done for my father’s body?” the new king 
asked of the elders. 

“The body should be covered and let the guards remain near until 
the Sabbath is done.” 

Just then a clamor of barking was heard. “What is that?” Solomon 
asked his guards. 

After investigating, one of the guards returned and explained that 
the dogs in the king’s kennel had not been fed at the appointed 
time and were barking because they were hungry. 

“Feed them that they may be quiet,” Solomon ordered. 

“Your majesty,” the guard explained, “the man in charge left 
because his mother is sick and he did not cut up the meat for the 
dogs. Is it permitted to cut the meat on the Sabbath?” 

Solomon inquired of the elders and they replied: “To feed a dumb 
animal, you may cut up the meat.” 

Solomon then reflected, “To remove my father’s body to his room 
is not allowed, but to cut up meait for dogs to eat is allowed. Now 
I see how true it is that a live dog is greater than a dead lion!’ 
(Ecclesiastes 9:4).” 
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he was buried in the city of David. He 
reigned over Israel forty years, seven 
years he reigned in Hebron, and thirty- 
three years in Jerusalem. Solomon sat 
upon the throne of David, his father, 
and his kingdom was established firmly. 

Solomon’s vision 

the king went to Gibeon to sacrifice 
there; a thousand burnt-offerings [2] did 
Solomon offer upon that altar. In Gibeon 
the Lord appeared to Solomon in a 
dream that night, and said: “Ask, what 
shall I give you?” 

Solomon said: “Thou hast shown 
Thy servant David, my father, great 
kindness. Now O Lord, my God, Thou 
hast made me king instead of my father, 
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and I am still but a little child; I know 
not how to go out or come in. Give 
Thy servant, therefore, an understanding 
heart to judge Thy people, that I may 
discern between good and evil. For who 
is able to judge [3] this Thy great 
people?” 

The Lord was pleased that Solomon 
asked this thing, and God said to him: 
“Because you have not asked for your¬ 
self a long life neither have you asked 
riches for yourself, nor have you asked 
the life of your enemies, but you have 
asked understanding to discern justice, 
so I have given you a wise and under¬ 
standing heart. Also I have given you 
riches and wealth and honor, which you 
have not asked.” 

Solomon awoke, and it was a dream. 


[2] a thousand burnt-offerings: When Solomon offered a thou¬ 
sand sacrifices to the Lord in Gibeon, the people were saddened. 
They said, “Who can equal King Solomon to find favor in the eyes 
of the Lord? No man can afford so many sacrifices.” Then God 
spoke to the people, saying: “Beloved is he to Me who is merciful 
to his fellow man more than all the sacrifices that King Solomon 
offered. ‘For I desire mercy not sacrifices, the knowledge of God 
rather than burnt-offerings’ (Hosea 6:6).” 


[3] for who is able to judge: Our Sages explain that Solomon 
asked for an understanding heart because he said: “A pagan prince 
may judge in any way he wishes, to hang, to strangle, to have a 
man beaten or to set him free. He is responsible to no one, for his 
word is the law. But a Jewish prince may judge only by Your law 
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He stood before the Ark of the Cov¬ 
enant of the Lord, and offered peace- 
offerings and made a feast for his fol¬ 
lowers. 

THE JUDGMENT OF SOLOMON 

two women, innkeepers, came to the 
king and stood before him. One woman 
said: “O my lord, I and this woman 
dwell in the same house. I gave birth 
to a child while she was in the house. 
Then on the third day after I was de¬ 
livered, this woman also gave birth. We 
were alone in the house, there was no 
stranger with us. This woman's child 
died in the night, because she lay on it. 
She arose in the middle of the night, 
and took my son from beside me, while 


I KINGS 3:15-25 

your maidservant slept, and laid him in 
her bosom, and laid her dead child be¬ 
side me. When I arose in the morning 
to nurse my son I saw he was dead. But 
when I looked at him closely, I saw that 
it was not the son whom I did bear.” 

The other woman said: “No, but the 
dead is your son and the living is my 
son.” So they disputed before the king. 

Then the king said: “One says: ‘The 
one who is alive is my son, and the one 
who is dead is your son.' The other 
claims: ‘No, but your son is the dead, 
and my son is the living.’ So, get me 
a sword.” 

They brought a sword to Solomon. 
The king said: “Cut the living child 
in two, [4] and give half to one and 
half to the other.” 


and Your teachings and if he fails to judge aright, he is then 
responsible to You.” 

So God saw that Solomon had asked wisdom not to seek empire 
or for his own vanity, but truly to judge the people and so He 
granted Solomon's desire. 

[4] cut the living child in two: When Solomon heard each 
woman claim the living child as her son, he said: “Cut the living 
child in two and give half to one and half to the other, so no one 
will be wronged.” 

When the king's counselors heard that, they lamented, ‘Woe to 
the land whose king is but a youth. Solomon is only twelve years 
old so he talks like a child. Is it not enough that one child is dead? 
Now he will kill the other.” 
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At that, the woman to whom the liv¬ 
ing child belonged spoke to Solomon, 
for her heart yearned for her son: “O 
my lord, give her the living child, and 
by no means put it to death." 

But the other woman said: “It shall 
be neither mine nor yours; split it!" 

Then the king said: “Give the first 
woman the living boy, and by no means 
kill him. She is his mother.” 

When all Israel heard of the decision 
the king had rendered, they stood in 
awe of the king; for they saw the wis¬ 
dom of God was in him to do justice. 

Solomon's kingdom 

king solomon ruled over all Israel, and 
over all the kingdoms, from the Eu¬ 
phrates to the land of the Philistines 
and to the border of Egypt. These king¬ 
doms paid tribute and served Solomon, 
all his life. 


Solomon appointed twelve governors 
over all Israel, who provided food for 
the king and his household; each gov¬ 
ernor had to make provision for one 
month in the year. King Solomon gath¬ 
ered together chariots and horsemen. He 
had a thousand and four hundred char¬ 
iots, and twelve thousand horsemen. He 
placed them in chariot cities, and some 
were with the king in Jerusalem. All 
the drinking vessels of King Solomon 
were of gold, and all the utensils of the 
house of the forest of Lebanon were of 
rare gold. And silver in Jerusalem was 
as common as stones, cedars were as 
plentiful as the sycamore trees in the 
lowland. He had peace on all sides about 
him. Judah and Israel dwelt safely, each 
man under his vine and under his fig- 
tree, from Dan to Beer-sheba. Judah and 
Israel were as the sand [5] which is by 
the sea for multitude, eating and drink¬ 
ing and making merry. 


No sooner had Solomon ordered the deed when the true mother 
cried out: “O my lord, by no means put the child to death. Give 
the child to her." 

Immediately the assembly understood that Solomon’s clever ruse 
had revealed the true mother and they acclaimed him in unison: 
“Happy is the land whose king is mature in judgment and not the 
pawn of his counselors!" 

[5] as the sand: Were there really that many Israelites? Obviously 
there were not. But the Rabbis say that a man cannot be counted 
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THE WISDOM OF SOLOMON 

god gave Solomon great wisdom and 
understanding and largeness of heart. 
[6] Solomon's wisdom surpassed the wis¬ 
dom of all the wise people of the East 
and all the wisdom of Egypt, and his 
fame spread to all neighboring nations. 


He composed three thousand parables 
and a thousand and five songs. He spoke 
concerning trees, from the cedar of Leb¬ 
anon to the hyssop that springs from 
the wall. He spoke concerning beasts, 
of fowl and of creeping things, and of 
fishes. Men came from all the kings of 
the earth who had heard of the wisdom 
of Solomon. 


as one counts clay counters or coins. A person is counted according 
to his worth so that when the Hebrews sinned in the wilderness, 
Moses was considered more than all Israel. But when the people 
repented, each Israelite was again considered the equal of Moses. 
Now, under Solomon, because the people lived according to God’s 
commandments, each was worth an infinite amount so that Scripture 
can compare them to the sands of the sea. The Jews are like sand in 
lime; without the sand the lime has no substance. 

[6 ] largeness of heart: Solomon was said to have the wisdom of 
all Israel: the young and the old, the learned and the unlearned. 
Each of these has its own peculiar wisdom: the young have daring, 
the old experience, the scholars learning, and the unlearned the 
shrewd common sense of those close to nature. Solomon had all 
their wisdoms combined. 
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THE RESOLVE TO BUILD 
THE TEMPLE 

when hiram, king of Tyre, heard that 
Solomon was anointed king after the 
death of his father, he sent his officers 
[to congratulate him], for Hiram had 
ever been friendly to David. Then Solo- 

J 

mon sent a message to Hiram, saying: 
“You know that David, my father, could 
not build a temple in honor of the Lord, 
his God, because of the wars which 
surround him. But now the Lord, my 
God, has given me tranquillity on every 
side. There is no adversary nor evil oc¬ 
currence. I am resolved, therefore, to 
build a house to honor the Lord, my God. 


"Now the house which I am to build 
is to be great, for our God is greater 
than all gods. Who is able to build Him 
a house, for the heavens cannot contain 
Him? Who am I to build Him a house? 
I build a house only to hallow it to Him, 
a place to burn before Him incense of 
sweet spices and for the burnt-offerings 
every morning and evening, on the Sab¬ 
bath, on the new moon, and the festivals. 

“Now send me men skilled to work 
in gold and silver, in bronze and iron, 
in purple, crimson and violet stuffs, and 
who know how to engrave. Also com¬ 
mand men to cut the cedar-trees of 
Lebanon, and my servants shall be with 
your servants, I will pay the hire of 
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your servants according to all you say, 
for you know that there is no one among 
us, who has the skill to hew timber like 
the Zidonians.” 

Hiram sent to Solomon, saying: "I 
will do as you desire concerning the 
timber of cedar and cypress. My serv¬ 
ants shall bring them down from Leb¬ 
anon to the sea, and I will make the 
logs into rafts to go by the sea to the 
place you shall direct. There I will have 
them broken up. And you shall receive 
my servants, and you shall provide food 
for my household. 

“Now, I am sending a skillful man 
filled with wisdom and understanding. 
He is the son of a woman of the daugh¬ 
ters of Dan, and his father is of the 
tribe of Naphtali, who resides in Tyre. 
He is skillful to work in gold, in silver, 
in brass, in iron, in stone, in timber, in 
purple, in blue, in fine linen and in 
crimson. He also can perform all man¬ 
ner of engraving and do whatever may 
be set before him.” 

King Solomon raised a levy of thirty 
thousand forced laborers out of all Israel. 
He sent them to Lebanon, ten thousand 


a month in relays. And [from the aliens 
in the country] Solomon took seventy 
thousand porters, and eighty thousand 
hewers in the mountains. There were 
also three thousand and three hundred 
officers who had charge of the people 
who did the work. The king com¬ 
manded and they quarried heavy [i] 
stones to lay the foundation of the 
Temple. 

I 

THE BUILDING OF THE TEMPLE 

in the four hundred and eightieth year 
after the Israelites left Egypt, in the 
fourth year of Solomon’s reign over 
Israel, in the second month of the year, 
Solomon began to build the Temple. 
The house which King Solomon built 
for the Lord was sixty cubits long, its 
breadth twenty cubits, and its height 
thirty cubits. The porch in front of the 
Temple was twenty cubits, correspond¬ 
ing to the breadth of the Temple and 
ten cubits wide. The windows of the 
Temple [2] were broad within and nar¬ 
row without. The house was built of 
stones made ready in the quarry; neither 


heavy stones: The Hebrew for “heavy stones” may also mean 
costly stones.” The Rabbis said that not only did Solomon order 
the parts of the Temple which were visible to be properly orna¬ 
mented but also those parts which were buried in the ground and 
were unseen, because it was all for the glory of God who sees all. 
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hammer, nor ax, nor any iron tool [3] 
was heard in the house while it was 
being built. 

Hiram who was brought from Tyre 
and who was a skillful master in metal, 
[made the vessels of the Temple] and all 


the metal work. He fashioned two col¬ 
umns of bronze. He made two capitals, 
a capital of lily-work on top of each 
column. And the pomegranates were two 
hundred, in rows about each capital. He 
set up the columns at the porch of the 


[2] the windows of the temple: Why did Solomon have the 
Temple windows built broadly within and narrowly without? The 
usual way allowed for more light to enter and would have illumi¬ 
nated the Temple more brightly. 

Our Sages tell us that Solomon wanted to emphasize that the 
Lord needs no light, but radiates His own light to the world. As 
Scripture has it (Daniel 2:22): “The light dwells within Him/’ 
The pagans believed that their gods needed light to see what to do. 
Pagan gods also needed nourishment so that their worshipers pre¬ 
pared bread and sacrificed animals to them to sustain them. The 
Temple had similar paraphernalia, a menorah, an altar, a table with 
showbread, but these were used in a different way. In order to 
demonstrate that the menorah was not to give light so that the Lord 
should see how to eat, it was placed on the south side of the Temple, 
the table with showbread on the north side, and the altar between 
the two of them. 

Why then did the Lord command the making of these things if 
He had no need of them? “The Holy One, Blessed Be He, did so 
to make Israel able to acquire merit. Therefore, He multiplied the 
Torah and the precepts for them." 

[3] any iron tool: Because Solomon wished the Temple to be a 
symbol of peace and dedicated to peace, he did not want implements 
of war made of iron used in it or in its construction. From the spirits 
Solomon heard of a strange worm of wonderful powers called the 
shamir. The shamir cut or split any material, stone or metal, into 
any shape, and without exertion. But where to find the shamir ? 
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Temple. The column which he set up 
at the right hand he called Jachin, and 
that on the left side he called Boaz. 

So Solomon built the house, and 
finished it. And he built the walls of 
the house within with boards of cedar; 
from the floor of the house up to the 
joists of the ceiling, he covered them 
on the inside with wood; and he cov¬ 
ered the floor of the house with cypress 


boards. And in the Sanctuary he made 
two cherubim of olive wood and doors 
of olive wood. [4] And he built the 
inner court with three rows of hewn 
stone, and a row of cedar beams. 

He made ten lavers of bronze, and he 
made ten bases of bronze. Solomon had 
made all the vessels of the house of the 
Lord: the golden altar, the golden table 
upon which was the showbread; and he 


Only Ashmodai, king of the evil spirits, might know. By a ruse 
Solomon’s men captured Ashmodai and chained in bonds that bore 
the seal of the name of the Lord they brought him before the king. 
Solomon promised Ashmodai that he would release him if Ashmodai 
told where the shamir might be found and Ashmodai obliged. 

Solomon then sent an expedition to the mountains of darkness. 
There his men placed a huge pane of glass over the nest of a roc, 
trapping its young. The mother roc, when she could not break the 
glass with her beak, flew off and returned with the shamir. As she 
split the glass Solomon’s men leaped screaming from their hiding 
places and the roc, frightened, dropped the shamir. Solomon’s men 
seized the shamir and brought it back to Jerusalem. 

There Solomon had it used to split all the rock and metal for the 
Temple and then returned the shamir to the roc’s nest. The roc 
swiftly carried it back to its secret hiding place. 

[4] of olive wood: The Ralbag notes that the wood was taken 
from old olive trees which no longer bore fruit. We are told that 
acacia was prescribed for the Tabernacle in order to teach man that 
when he wants to build a house, he must remember that God Him¬ 
self used wood for His own house from a tree that does not bear 
fruit. How much more so then should an ordinary man refrain from 
using fruit-bearing trees for timber. 
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made a menorah, five branches on the 
right side and five on the left, before 
the Sanctuary. They were both made 
of pure gold. 

When all the work of the House of 
the Lord was finished, Solomon brought 
in all the sacred objects of his father 
David, the silver, the gold, and all the 
vessels, and placed them in the treas¬ 
uries of the House of the Lord. 

BRINGING THE ARK TO THE TEMPLE 

then solomon assembled in Jerusalem 
all the elders of Israel, and all the heads 
of the tribes, and the princes of the 
families of Israel, to bring the Ark of 
the Covenant from the City of David 
which is Zion. All the men of Israel 
assembled before King Solomon at the 
festival of Tabernacles, which is in 
the seventh month of the year. The 
priests and the Levites took up the Ark 
of the Covenant, the Tent of Meeting, 
and all the holy vessels that were in the 
Tent. Then the priests placed the Ark 
of the Covenant of the Lord in the 
Sanctuary of the Temple, in the most 
holy place, under the wings of the cher¬ 
ubim. There was nought in the Ark 
except the two tablets of stone which 
Moses put there in Horeb, when the 
Lord made a Covenant with the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel, when they came out 
of Egypt. 


The Levites who were the singers 
stood at the end of the altar robed in 
fine linen, holding cymbals, flutes and 
lyres. Beside them stood a hundred and 
twenty priests with trumpets. The trum¬ 
peters and the singers joined in a loud 
song of praise and thanksgiving to the 
Lord. They played and sang: 

For He is good, 

His mercy endures forever. 

When the priests came out of the 
holy place, a cloud filled the House of 
the Lord, and the priests could not 
stand to minister because of the cloud, 
for the glory of the Lord filled the House 
of the Lord. Then said Solomon: 

I have built Thee a house of 
habitation, 

For Thee to dwell in forever. 

SOLOMONS PRAYER 

the king turned his face and blessed 
the congregation of Israel, and said: 
"Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, 
who said to my father David: ‘Since the 
day that I brought My people Israel 
from out of Egypt, I chose no city out 
of all the tribes of Israel to build a 
house, that My name might be there; 
but I chose David [5] to be over My 
people Israel/ and the Lord also said 
to him: ‘It was in your heart to build a 
house to Me; you did well, that you 
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thought of it. Nevertheless, you your¬ 
self shall not build the house, but your 
son, he shall build it.’ Now the Lord 
has made good His word, for I have 
risen in the place of my father, and I 
have built the house for the Lord. And 
I have provided a place for the Ark, in 
which is the Covenant of the Lord, 
which He made with our fathers, when 
He brought them out of Egypt.” 

Then Solomon stood before the altar 
of the Lord, in the presence of the 
whole assembly of Israel. He spread his 
hands toward the heavens, and said: 

“O Lord, the God of Israel, there is 
no God like Thee in heaven above, nor 
upon the earth beneath, who keeps a 


covenant and mercy with Thy servants, 
who walk before Thee with all their 
hearts. But can God really dwell on the 
earth? Behold, heaven and the heaven 
of heavens cannot contain Thee, [6] 
how much less this house which I have 
built? Yet, turn to the prayer of Thy 
servant and to his supplication, that 
Thine eyes may be open toward this 
house night and day, that Thou mayest 
listen to the supplication of Thy servant 
and Thy people Israel, when they shall 
pray toward this place. 

“If a man sins against his neighbor, 
and an oath is to be exacted of him, he 
shall come and swear before Thy altar 
in this house. Hear Thou in heaven, 


[5] but i chose david: What connection is there between “I chose 
no city . . . but I chose David”? The Lord considers who shall lead 
the people and only then does He build the city and bring the people 
into it. The Rabbis said that the duty to choose the king comes even 
before the duty to build the Temple. The verse therefore means: 
“I chose no city until I had seen that David was a fitting shepherd 
of Israel.” 

[6] heaven cannot contain thee: God does not need a place to 
stand much less a place in which to dwell. God’s glory can be re¬ 
vealed to man’s senses in a cloud or a fire, or in a still small voice. 
But it cannot be said that God is in a place, for He is not a body 
with dimension that space can surround. For this reason the Rabbis 
called God “Place” (Mafeora) as in “Blessed be the Place [God] 
who gave the Torah to Israel.” So, too, the Psalmist (90:1) could 
say: “Lord, Thou hast been our dwelling place.” 
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and judge Thy servants, punishing the 
wicked and justifying the righteous. 

“When Thy people Israel are defeated 
before an enemy, because they sinned 
against Thee, if they turn to Thee and 
confess, and make supplication in this 
house, then hear Thou in heaven, and 
forgive the sin of Thy people. 

“If there be famine in the land, if 
there be pestilence, locust or caterpillar, 
if their enemy Ijesiege them at any of 
their gates; whatever plague or sickness 
there be; all prayer or supplication of¬ 
fered by any man of all Thy people 
Israel, who will stretch out his hand 
toward this house in prayer—hear Thou 
in heaven and forgive his acts. Render 
to each according to his ways, for Thou 
alone knowest the hearts of all men. 

“Also, concerning the stranger, [7] 
who is not of Thy people, but comes 
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from a far country, for Thy name’s sake. 
If he shall come and pray to this house, 
then listen to him, and do all that the 
stranger requests of Thee, so that all the 
people of the earth may know Thy 
name and fear Thee, as does Thy peo¬ 
ple Israel. 

“If Thy people go out to battle, and 
they pray to the Lord toward the city 
[8] which Thou hast chosen, and to¬ 
ward the house which I have built for 
Thy name, then hear Thou in heaven 
their prayer and their supplication, and 
maintain their cause.” 

A JOYFUL FEAST 

when solomon finished praying, he 
arose from before the altar of the Lord 
and stood and blessed all the congrega¬ 
tion of Israel with a loud voice, saying: 


[7] concerning the stranger: God is asked by Solomon to answer 
each Israelite “according to his ways.” In other words, God is to 
judge each Israelite, then answer him if he merits an answer. But 
the stranger is not to be judged the same way. Solomon asks God 
to do all “that the stranger requests of Thee,” whether the stranger 
merits it or not. Why does Solomon ask more for the non-Jew than 
he asks for the Jew? Solomon does so in order that the stranger, the 
non-Jew, should thereby be able more easily to appreciate the holi¬ 
ness of God and of His Temple. 

[8] THEY PRAY TO THE LORD TOWARD THE CITY: In Diaspora the 

worshipers should turn in prayer toward the Land of Israel, to the 
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“Blessed be the Lord, who has given 
rest to His people Israel as He promised. 
May the Lord our God be with us, as 
He was with our fathers; may He not 
leave us nor forsake us. Let your heart 
be completely with the Lord our God, 
to walk in His statutes and to keep His 
commandments, as at this day.” 

Then the king and all Israel with him 


offered sacrifices before the Lord. They 
made a feast for seven days, after cele¬ 
brating for eight days the festival of 
Tabernacles. Then he sent the people 
away. They blessed the king, and went 
home joyful and glad of heart for all 
the goodness that the Lord had shown 
to David, His servant, and to Israel, 
His people. 


east. In the Land of Israel, they should turn their faces toward 
Jerusalem, the Holy City. In Jerusalem, toward the Temple. In the 
Temple toward the Holy of Holies. So does all Israel direct its heart 
toward one place and toward God alone. 
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BUILDING KING SOLOMONS PALACE 

Solomon was thirteen years [1] in 
building his own palace until he fin¬ 
ished the entire house. He also built the 
Forest of Lebanon House. Its length was 
one hundred cubits, its breadth was fifty 
cubits and its height thirty cubits. Now 


King Solomon made two hundred shields 
of beaten gold, twenty pounds of gold 
went into each shield. He also made 
three hundred small shields of beaten 
gold, about six pounds of gold in each 
of them. Then the king put them in 
the Forest of Lebanon House. 

He also made a great throne of ivory, 


[1] thirteen years: Why did Solomon take thirteen years to build 
his palace and only seven to build the Temple? The Temple was 
larger and should have taken twice as long, not half as long. Be¬ 
cause, our Sages explain, Solomon was inspired and eager to finish 
the Temple for it was a holy project. His own palace did not excite 
this same sense of enthusiastic dedication. The Sanctuary was more 
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and overlaid it with fine gold. The 
throne had six steps. Behind the top of 
the throne was a round canopy. There 
were arms on both sides of the throne. 
Two lions stood beside the arms, and 
twelve lions stood on each side of six 
steps. There was not the like in any 
kingdom. 

His own residence was behind the 
hall of the throne, built of like work. 
He also made a house for Pharaoh’s 
daughter, [2] whom Solomon married. 

KING SOLOMON AND THE 

QUEEN OF SHEBA 

when the Queen of Sheba heard of the 
fame of Solomon, she came to test him 
with riddles. She came to Jerusalem 
with a very large retinue, with camels 


bearing spices, and very much gold and 
precious stones. When she came to Sol¬ 
omon she spoke to him about all that 
was in her mind. Solomon answered all 
her questions, there was not a thing 
which he could not explain to her. The 
Queen of Sheba saw the wisdom of 
Solomon, the palace that he had built, 
the food of his table, the seating of his 
courtiers, and the magnificent retinue 
which accompanied ^im when he went 
up to the House of the Lord. And she 
said to the king: “The report which I 
heard in my own land of your acts and 
your wisdom was true. I did not believe 
it until I came and saw it with my own 
eyes. And now I see not half was told 
me; you surpass in wisdom and prosper¬ 
ity all that I had heard. Happy are your 
people, happy are your servants who 


magnificent than the king’s palace. And Solomon was assiduous in 
building the Sanctuary but remiss in completing his own house. 
In this Solomon was more meritorious than David who built his own 
palace first. 

[2] the daughter of pharaoh: When Shimei ben Gera, Solomon’s 
teacher, died, Solomon approached Pharaoh and arranged to marry 
Pharaoh’s daughter. Solomon brought her to Jerusalem and took her 
into his palace. 

On that very day the angel Gabriel plunged earthward and placed 
a reed in the sea. The sea was in turmoil, mud clung to the reed, 
then earth formed, and soon it was a large land. That land became 
the center of the imperial city of Rome. 
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stand continually before you and hear 
your wisdom. Blessed be the Lord your 
God, who set you on the throne of 
Israel; because the Lord loved Israel for 
ever, [3] therefore He made you king 
to do justice and righteousness." Then 
she returned and went to her land, she 
and her servants. 

king Solomon’s sins 

besides the daughter of Pharaoh, King 
Solomon loved many foreign women, 
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Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, Zidon- 
ians, and Hittites, of the nations con¬ 
cerning which the Lord said to the Chil¬ 
dren of Israel: “You shall not go among 
them, neither shall they come among 
you; for surelv they will turn away your 
heart after their gods." [4] He had seven 
hundred wives of princely birth, and 
three hundred concubines. When Solo- 
mon grew o ld his wives turned his heart 
away after their gods and Solomon did 
that which is evil in the eyes of the 
Lord. He built a high place for the 


[3] THE LORD LOVED ISRAEL FOR EVER: But how does God show His 
love? In the wilderness God performed miracles for the people. 
Later He sent His judges and prophets, bringing truth and justice 
to Israel. But after the miracles and the prophecies, the Lord ex¬ 
presses His love in the wisdom He instills in His righteous ones, 
from ancient times until this very day. 

[4] THEY WILL TURN AWAY YOUR HEART AFTER THEIR GODS: Rabbi 

Sh’muel in the name of Rabbi Jonathan said: “Though King Solo¬ 
mon did not himself actually sin in idolatry, he did not stop his 
wives from serving their pagan idols. Scripture therefore assigns him 
the burden of having committed the idolatry himself. When Solomon 
married the daughter of Pharaoh, she brought a thousand varied 
musical instruments to him. “Each of these," she pointed out, “is 
used to worship a different idol." She played for him and Solomon 
made no objection. 

When Solomon’s other wives saw that, they all built their own 
high places and sacrificed there to their own idols. Since Solomon 
could have prevented that, Scripture also assigns the responsibility 
for it to him, and the verse says: “Then did Solomon build a high 
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Chemosh, the destestable idol of Moab, 
in the mountain that is before Jeru¬ 
salem, and for Molech, the destestable 
idol of Ammon. So he did for all his 
foreign wives, he built high places, burn¬ 
ing incense and sacrificing to their gods. 

The Lord became angry with Solomon, 
because his heart was turned away from 
the Lord, the God of Israel, who had 
appeared to him twice, and He said to 
Solomon: “Since you have not kept My 
covenant and My statutes which I have 
commanded you, I will rend the king¬ 
dom from you and give it to your serv¬ 
ant. However, I will not do it in your 


i kings 11:7-9, II-I 3> 2 6, 28, 26-28 

lifetime for the sake of David, your 
father. I will rend it out of the hand 
of your son. Still I will not tear away 
the whole kingdom, but I will leave one 
tribe to your son for David, My serv¬ 
ant’s sake, and for the sake of Jerusalem 
which I have chosen.’’ 

jeroboam’s revolt 

jeroboam, the son of Nebat, was a man 
of much valor, and he lifted up- his hand 
against the king, because Solomon built 
Millo, and repaired the breach [5] of 
the City of David, his father. Solomon 


place for the Chemosh, the detestable idol of Moab . . . and for 
Molech the detestable idol of the children of Ammon” (I Kings 11:7). 

Rabbi Jonathan commented: “He who has the power to protest 
against the wrongs committed in a household and does not do so is 
held responsible for the wrongs committed by each member of the 
household. He who has the power to protest the wrongs done in 
his city and does not protest is held responsible for the wrongs 
committed in the city. He who has power to protest the wrongs 
committed by the whole world and does not protest, he is held 
responsible for the wrongs of the whole world.” 


[5] repaired the breach: Rabbi Johanan said: Why did Jeroboam 
deserve to be king? Because he admonished the king in the name 
of heaven. And why was he punished? Because he did so publicly. 

Jeroboam said to Solomon: “Your father tore the breaches in the 
wall so that the people of Israel might readily come up on their 
pilgrimages to Jerusalem, but you have repaired the breaches to 
provide a pleasure pavilion for your Egyptian wife.” 
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saw that the young man was industrious, 
so he put him in charge of all the forced 
labor of the tribe of Joseph. Once, when 
Jeroboam went out of Jerusalem, the 
prophet Ahijah of Shiloh met him on 
the road. Now Ahijah had put on a new 
garment, and the two were alone in the 
field. Then Ahijah took hold of his new 
garment and tore it in twelve pieces, 
and he said to Jeroboam: “Take for 
yourself ten pieces, for thus said the 
Lord, the God of Israel: ‘I will tear the 
kingdom from the hand of Solomon, 
and will give ten tribes to you; but he 
shall have one tribe, for David, My 
servant’s sake, and for the sake of Jeru¬ 
salem, the city which I have chosen out 
of all the tribes of Israel, because they 
have forsaken Me.”’ [6] 

Solomon sought to kill Jeroboam, but 
he fled to Egypt, and he was there until 
Solomon died. 

Solomon reigned over all Israel forty 
years. Then Solomon slept with his 
fathers, and was buried in the City of 
David. 
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THE DISRUPTION OF THE KINGDOM 

rehoboam went to Shechem, for all 
Israel had come to Shechem to make 
him king. When Jeroboam heard of the 
death of Solomon, he still dwelt in 
Egypt. Then the people sent for him, 
and he and all the congregation of Israel 
came and spoke to Rehoboam, saying: 
“Your father made our yoke heavy. Now 
lighten the heavy yoke of your father, 
and we will serve you.” 

Then he said to them: “Depart for 
three days and then return to me.” The 
people departed. 

King Rehoboam took counsel with the 
old men who had stood before Solomon, 
his father: “How do you advise that we 
reply to these people?” They said to 
him: “If you comply with their demands 
this day and talk kindly to them, they 
will be your servants forever.” 

Then he took counsel with the young 
men, who had grown up with him and 
who were his companions: “What do 


[6] forsaken me: The reader might think that the “they” refers 
to the tribes, but the Rabbis said: “No, they refer to Solomon’s 
wives.” Israel remained loyal to God but the wives had been con¬ 
verted to Judaism at Solomon’s insistence not because they them¬ 
selves were committed to the worship of the true God, but to please 
the king. They therefore relapsed quickly into their idolatry and 
forsook the Lord. 
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you advise that we reply to the people 
who have spoken to me?" 

The young men spoke to him, saying: 
“Thus shall you say to them: ‘My little 
finger is thicker than my fathers loins. 

My father burdened you with a heavy 
yoke, and I will add to your yoke. My 
father chastised you with whips, but I 
will chastise you with scorpions.’" 

When Jeroboam and all the people 
came to Rehoboam on the third day, 
the king answered them harshly, saying: 

“My father made your yoke heavy, but 
I will add to your yoke. My father 
chastised you with whips, and I will 
chastise you with scorpions." 

When the people heard it, they called 
out: “What portion do we have in 
David? To your tents, O Israel!" So 
Israel departed. 

Then King Rehoboam sent Adoram, 
who was head of the forced labor, to 
quell the revolt, but all Israel stoned 
him to death. King Rehoboam leaped 
into his chariot and fled to Jerusalem. 

Thus Israel rebelled against the house 
of David. The whole assembly made 
Jeroboam king over Israel: only the tribe 
of Judah followed the house of David. 

SHEMAIAH AVERTS A CIVIL WAR 

rehoboam came to Jerusalem and as¬ 
sembled a hundred and eighty thousand 
warriors from the tribe of Judah and 
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from the tribe of Benjamin to fight 
against the house of Israel, to bring the 
kingdom back. But the word of God 
came to Shemaiah, the man of God, 
saying: Speak to Rehoboam and to all 
the house of Judah and Benjamin, and 
the rest of the people, saying: “Thus 
said the Lord: ‘You shall not go and 
fight your brothers, the Children of 
Israel. Return every man to his house 
for this is the way I, the Lord, have 
planned it.’" 

So they listened to the word of the 
Lord, and turned and went away ac¬ 
cording to His command. 

THE GOLDEN CALVES 

jeroboam fortified Shechem in the 
highland of Ephraim, and dwelt there. 
He also fortified Penuel. Then he said 
in his heart: “If the people go up to 
offer sacrifices in the House of the Lord 
in Jerusalem, their heart will turn back 
to Rehoboam, and they will kill me, and 
the kingdom will return to the house of 
David." So Jeroboam made two golden 
calves. He set up one in Beth-el, and 
the other in Dan, and said to the peo¬ 
ple: “You have gone up long enough to 
Jerusalem. Here are your gods, O Israel, 
who brought you up out of the land 
of Egypt." 

He also made sanctuaries in high 
places, and appointed priests, people 
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who were not from the sons of Levi. 
He ordained the feast on the fifteenth 
day in the eighth month, a month which 
he had devised of his own heart. 

The Lord spoke to Ahijah, saying: 
“Go say to Jeroboam: ‘Thus said the 
Lord, the God of Israel: I exalted you 
from the midst of the people, and made 
you a prince over My people, Israel. I 


tore the kingdom away from the house 
of David, and gave it to you, but you 
have done evil and made for yourself 
other gods and molten images to pro¬ 
voke Me. Therefore I will utterly sweep 
away the house of Jeroboam as a man 
sweeps away waste. The Lord will raise 
up a king over Israel, who shall cut off 
the house of Jeroboam.'" [7] 


[7] two golden calves: The Lord tried to persuade Jeroboam to 
repent because He remembered Jeroboam’s piety, scholarship and 
devotion to the common people. So the Lord spoke to Jeroboam, 
saying: “Repent, My son, and I, and David, and you will walk in 
the Garden of Eden.” Then Jeroboam asked: “Who will lead?” The 
Lord said: “The son of Jesse.” So Jeroboam rejoined: “If that is 
so, I refuse.” Thus was Jeroboam designated the greatest sinner of 
all generations: “He sinned and caused many to sin, and therefore 
the sins of many are ascribed to him.” 
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CHRONOLOGY OF THE KINGS 

jeroboam reigned for twenty-two years. 
His son Nadab became king and reigned 
over Israel for two years. He did evil 
in the sight of the Lord. Then Baasa 
conspired against Nadab, and smote all 
the house of Jeroboam, and became king 
over Israel. Baasa reigned for twenty- 
four years, and his son Elah became 
king. He ruled for two years. 

His servant Zimri, a captain of the 
chariots, conspired against him, and 
killed him and all the household of 
Baasa. Omri, the chief of the army, be¬ 
sieged Zimri in Tirzah, and Zimri died 


in the battle. He reigned for seven days 
and Omri became king. 

Rehoboam was succeeded by his son 
Abijam. Asa succeeded his father Abi- 
jam. Jehoshaphat reigned after the death 
of his father Asa. 

THE REIGN OF OMRI 

in the thirty-first year of the reign of 
Asa, king of Judah, Omri began to reign 
over Israel. He reigned in Tirzah six 
years. Then he bought the mountain of 
Samaria from Shemer for two talents of 
silver. He built a city on the mountain, 
and called it Samaria, after the name of 


... ms Ttrte Tsn Dtf dk tnp*') ,-inn dk n s i 

i : t t v • t •• v t■: • “ t t v » y •- 


















i kings 16:24, 26, 23, 28-29, 3 I_ 34; i7 :I "6 


179 


Shemer, the owner of the hill. Omri 
walked in the ways of Jeroboam, and 
made Israel sin. He reigned for twelve 
years and died. He was buried in Sa¬ 
maria, and his son Ahab reigned in 
his stead. 

THE REIGN OF AHAB 

ahab, the son of Omri, reigned over 
Israel in Samaria twenty-two years. The 
least of his transgressions was that he 
walked in the ways of Jeroboam for he 
took to wife Jezebel, daughter of Eth- 
baal, king of the Zidonians, and served 
Baal and worshiped him. He built in 
Samaria a temple to Baal, and erected 
an altar there. Ahab did more to pro¬ 
voke the Lord, the God of Israel, than 
all the kings of Israel who were be¬ 
fore him. 

In his days Hiel rebuilt Jericho. He 
laid its foundations upon his first born 


son Abiram, and set up its gates upon 
his youngest son Segub. 

ELIJAH AND THE DROUGHT 

then Elijah of Tishbi said to Ahab: 
“As the Lord the God of Israel lives 
whom I serve, there shall be neither dew 
nor rain these years except according to 
my command.” 

Then the word of the Lord came to 
him saying: “Depart from here and turn 
eastward and hide yourself by the river¬ 
bed of Cherith, east of the Jordan. You 
shall drink from the river and I have 
commanded the ravens [1] to feed you 
there.” So he went and did according 
to the word of the Lord and dwelt at 
the river-bed of Cherith, and the ravens 
brought him bread [2] and meat in the 
morning and bread and meat in the 
evening and he drank the water from 
the river. 


[1] 1 have commanded the ravens: Some of our Sages translate 
the Hebrew orvim not as ravens but as merchants. Others explain 
that the Lord told Elijah to hide in the city of Oreb where the in¬ 
habitants would feed him. 


[2] ravens brought him bread: God created the ravens on condi¬ 
tion that in time to come they would feed Elijah. So it is with all 
the miracles in Scripture; when the Lord created the world, He did 
so arranging the appointed time and place when these miracles 
would occur. 
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After a time the river-bed dried up 
[3] because there was no rain. Then the 
word of the Lord came to him, saying: 


" Arise, go to Zarephath, which belongs 
to Zidon, and stay there. I have ordered 
a widow there to provide for you.” 


[3] the river-bed dried up: Rabbi Yose said: "Elijah was very 
hot-tempered and dealt too severely with Ahab. The Lord promised 
Elijah that there would be no rain except on Elijah’s command.” 
Our Sages, in their picturesque language, said that the Lord had 
given Elijah the key to rain. But the Lord thought Elijah would 
have pity on the suffering people and not withhold the rain too 
long. For that reason He commanded the ravens to feed the prophet 
so that Elijah would see that even the ravens, the crudest of birds, 
can perform acts of kindness and so learn to be more compassionate 
himself. But Elijah did not relent. 

Then the Lord made the river-bed dry up to let Elijah suffer 
too, so that perhaps he would release the Lord from His promise 
and permit rain to flow. But Elijah was adamant. 

So the Lord sent Elijah to the pious widow of Zarephath. She 
was known as an upright and God-fearing woman and when the 
child died, she said to Elijah: "Formerly God had been gracious 
to me, because in comparison to the inhabitants of the city, I was 
righteous. But now He has abandoned me because my virtues are 
nothing in the presence of a great and pious man such as you 
are, Elijah.” 

Then Elijah prayed to the Lord and said: "Almighty God, revive 
the child so that people will not say that as a guest I repaid the 
widow’s hospitality with evil. Take pity on the poor woman.” 

Then the Lord said to Elijah: “You are concerned with the 
widow’s grief, but you have no compassion for My children who 
suffer. I will pay no heed to your petition until you release Me from 
My promise to withhold the rain.” 

So Elijah returned the key of rain to the Lord and the Lord gave 
the prophet the power to revive the child, and then told him: "Go, 
show yourself to Ahab and I will send rain on the land.” 


T T • — 
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He arose and went to Zarephath, 
and as he came to the gates of the city 
there was a widow gathering sticks. He 
called out to her: "Bring me, I beg you, 
a little water in a vessel that I may 
drink.” As she was going to bring it, he 
called out to her: "Bring me, I beg you, 
a bit of bread with it.” She replied: "As 
the Lord your God lives, I have nothing 
but a handful of meal in the jar and a 
little oil in a cruse. I am just gathering 
a few sticks that I may go and prepare 
it for myself, and my son, that we may 
eat before we die.” Then Elijah said 
to her: "Fear not, go and do as you 
have said. But first make me from it a 
little cake and bring it to me, afterward 
make one for yourself and your son. 
Because this is what the Lord, the God 
of Israel, said: ‘The jar of meal shall 
not be exhausted nor shall the cruse of 
oil give out until the day that the Lord 
sends rain upon the land.’ ” 

So she went and did according to the 
word of Elijah, and she and he and her 
household did eat day after day. The 
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jar of the meal was not exhausted, 
neither did the flask of oil fail, as the 
word of the Lord which He spoke to 
Elijah. 

In the third year of the drought, the 
word of the Lord came, to Elijah, say¬ 
ing: "Go, show yourself to Ahab, [4] 
and I will send rain upon the land.” 
So Elijah went to Ahab. Now, when 
Ahab saw Elijah, he said to him: "Is it 
you, you troubler of Israel?” 

And he said: "It is not I who has 
scourged Israel, but you and your 
father’s house, for you follow the Ba¬ 
alim. Now, therefore, send and gather 
to me all Israel, to Mount Carmel, to¬ 
gether with the four hundred and fifty 
prophets of the Baal, and the four hun¬ 
dred prophets of the Asherah who eat 
at Jezebel’s table.” 

ELIJAH AND THE PRIESTS OF BAAL 

ahab sent to all Israel, and gathered 
the prophets together at Mount Carmel. 
Then Elijah approached the people, and 


[4] go, show yourself to ahab: When the Lord spoke thus to 
Elijah, the prophet said: "Almighty God, why should You send rain 
to relieve the famine when Ahab has not repented?” Then the Lord 
answered: "I sent rain upon the land when Adam was one man 
though he might afterward sin and when he did become a sinner. 
Therefore shall I still give rain, though the people sin, because what¬ 
ever man is he is man and My creature.” 
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said: ‘‘How long will you falter be¬ 
tween two opinions? If the Lord is God, 
follow Him, but if Baal, follow him.” 
The people answered him not a word. 

Then Elijah said to the people: “I, 
I alone am left as a prophet of the Lord, 
but the prophets of Baal are four hun¬ 
dred and fifty men. Let them give us 
two young bullocks, and let them choose 
one bullock for themselves, and cut it 


in pieces, and lay it on the wood, and 
put no fire under it. I will prepare the 
other bullock and place it on the wood, 
and put no fire under it. Then you call 
to your god, and I will call [5] to the 
Lord, and the God who answers by fire, 
He is God.” Thereupon all the people 
answered: “It is well-spoken.” 

Then Elijah said to the prophets of 
Baal: [6] “You choose a bullock and 


[5] 1 will call: Why did Elijah enter such a contest with a 
detested foe? It meant he had to set up an altar away from Jeru¬ 
salem, far from any recognized shrine. It meant he had to use a 
“high place” which was particularly forbidden. It meant that he, 
who was neither priest nor Levite, would have to assume their 
duties, which was also forbidden. In trying to bring the people of 
Israel back to the Lord, Elijah would thereby be shattering the law 
in the presence of a multitude easily led astray. 

In normal times no altar could be built or sacrifices offered outside 
of the Temple in Jerusalem. But, our Rabbis say, the Lord said: 
“Let no one think that Elijah transgressed by sacrificing on Mount 
Carmel while the Temple was in being. Though it was prohibited 
by the Torah, it was I who commanded him.” 

[ 6 ] the prophets of baal: Why did the prophets of Baal accept 
the contest so willingly? They had seen what Elijah could do in 
withholding the rain. Were they not afraid? 

Not at all. They brought an altar with a hollow base from a 
nearby shrine and inside it concealed Hiel the Beth-elite with a pot 
of burning charcoal. When the priests called loudly on “the name 
of Baal,” Hiel was to insert the charcoal through a hole in the 
altar, but, we are told, a snake emerged from under the altar and 
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prepare it first, for you are many. Put 
no fire under it and call to your god.” 
So they took the bullock which he gave 
them and they prepared it, and called 
to Baal from morning till noon, saying: 
“O Baal, answer us!” But there was no 
voice, nor answer. Then they danced a 
halting dance around the altar which 
they had made. 

When it was noon, Elijah mocked 
them: “Call with a loud voice for he 
is god! He may be meditating, or he is 
on a journey, or perchance he is asleep 
and must be awakened.” They cried 
aloud and slashed themselves, as their 
custom was, with swords and lances till 
the blood gushed. They worked them¬ 
selves into a frenzy; the midday passed; 
it was time for the evening sacrifice, but 
there was no voice, nor any answer. 

Then Elijah said to the people: “Draw 
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near.” [7] The people came near to him. 
Elijah took twelve stones, the number 
of the tribes of the sons of Israel, and 
with the stones he rebuilt the altar of 
the Lord that was thrown down. He 
made a trench around the altar. He ar¬ 
ranged the wood on the altar, cut the 
bullock, and laid it upon the wood, and 
he said: “Fill four jars with water, and 
pour it on the burnt-offering and on the 
wood.” Then he said: “Do it again.” 
And they did. He said: “Do it a third 
time.” And they did, so the water ran 
around the altar. 

When it was time for the evening 
offering, Elijah came near and said: “O 
Lord, God of Abraham, of Isaac, and of 
Israel, let it be known today that Thou 
art God, and I am Thy servant, and I 
did all this at Thy command. Answer 
me, O Lord, answer me, so that this 


bit Hiel so that he died. The priests then danced and sang and 
shouted, thinking that Hiel had fallen asleep and that they would 
so awaken him, but Hiel was beyond waking. 

[7] draw near: Why did Elijah ask the people to draw near before 
he repaired the altar? The Rabbis said he did so in order to have 
all Israel participate in repairing the altar as a united people. When 
Elijah had made the repairs with the hearts of the people united 
behind him, then the Shechinah, God’s presence, was drawn, for 
when the people are united in peace, then the spirit of God descends 
on them. 
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people may know that Thou Lord art 
God.” 

Then the fire of the Lord fell, and 
consumed the burnt-offering, the wood, 
the stones, the dust, and licked up the 
water that was in the trench. When all 
the people saw it, they prostrated them¬ 
selves, and called out: “The Lord, He 
is God. The Lord, He is God.” 

Elijah said to the people: “Seize the 
prophets of Baal: let not a man of them 
escape.” So they seized them, and Elijah 
brought them down to the river-bed of 
Kishon, and there they were killed. 

Elijah said to Ahab: “Go up, eat and 
drink, for there is the rushing sound of 
a heavy rain.” So Ahab went up to eat 
and drink and Elijah went up to the 
top of Carmel and crouched down upon 
the earth and hid his face between his 
knees. He said to his servant: “Go up 
now and look toward the sea.” He went 
up and looked and said: “There is noth¬ 
ing.” Elijah said: “Go again seven 
times.” The seventh time the servant 
said: “There arises a cloud out of the sea 
as small as the palm of a mans hand.” 
Elijah said: “Go and say to Ahab: ‘Har¬ 
ness your chariots and go down, that the 
rain may not hinder you.’” 

In a short time the heavens grew 
black with clouds; there was wind and 
a great downpour. Ahab rode and ar¬ 
rived at Jezreel. The hand of the Lord 
was upon Elijah, so that he girded up 


his loins and ran before Ahab to the 
entrance of Jezreel. 

THE VISION OF MOUNT HOREB 

ahab told Jezebel what Elijah had 
done, and how he had killed the proph¬ 
ets of Baal. Then Jezebel sent a mes¬ 
senger to Elijah, saying: “May the gods 
do so [to me] and more also if by this 
time tomorrow I do not make your life 
the same as the life of any one of 
them.” 

When Elijah saw this he fled for his 
life, and came to Beer-sheba, and left 
his servant there. He himself went a 
day’s journey into the wilderness, and 
sat down under a broom tree, and 
prayed that he might die, saying: “It 
is enough. O Lord, take my life, for I 
am not better than my fathers.” He lay 
down and slept under the broom tree. 

Behold, an angel touched him and 
said: “Arise and eat.” He looked and 
there was at his head a cake baked on 
hot stones and a flask of water. He ate 
and drank, and lay down again. The 
angel of the Lord returned a second 
time, and touched him and said: “Arise 
and eat because the journey is long.” 
He arose, and he ate and drank and, 
with the strength of that food, he went 
for forty days and forty nights to Horeb, 
the Mount of God. He came there to 
a cave and lodged there. 
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The word of the Lord came to him 
and when Elijah heard it he wrapped 
his face in his mantle and he went out 
and stood at the entrance of the cave. 
There came a voice to him: “What are 
you doing here, Elijah?” [8] And he 
said: “I have been zealous for the Lord 
because the Children of Israel have for¬ 
saken Thy covenant, Thine altars they 
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have thrown down, they have slain Thy 
prophets with the sword and I, only I, 
am left and they seek to take away 
my life.” 

Then the Lord said: “Go outside, and 
stand upon the mountain before Me.” 
A great and strong wind that rent moun¬ 
tains and broke rocks in pieces came 
before the Lord, but the Lord was not 


[8] what are you doing here, Elijah? When Elijah hid in the 
cave at Mount Horeb and stood in the cleft of the rock he heard 
a still small voice saying, “God is compassionate, mild and consid¬ 
erate. He draws the people to Himself with bonds of love and soft 
speech. What are you doing here, Elijah?” 

Elijah wrapped his face in his mantle and replied: “I have been 
zealous for the Lord. The Children of Israel have forsaken Your 
covenant. They have stopped circumcizing children. They have 
thrown down Your altars and they seek to take my life.” 

Then the Lord retorted: “You should have learned from Moses 
to be forbearing and compassionate. When the Children of Israel 
sinned with the golden calf, Moses prayed for their forgiveness. But 
you are angry and zealous. You say that the people of Israel do not 
keep the command of circumcision. Therefore do I decree that from 
now to eternity, My children shall put a chair for you at every 
circumcision feast and you shall come to sit in that chair and witness 
the Brit for thousands of years.” 

But still Elijah did not desist, and then the Lord said: “You dis¬ 
parage the people of Israel. Go to Damascus and see where the 
people worship 365 idols, one for each day of the year, yet still do 
I make My rain to fall and dew to descend there. But you want 
Me to destroy My people. You are no longer fit to be My prophet 
and to dwell in the world. My people who are only human cannot 
contend with you. Go, anoint Elisha as your successor.” 
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in the wind. After the wind followed 
an earthquake, but the Lord was not in 
the earthquake. After the earthquake a 
fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. 
After the fire a still small voice. 

Then the Lord said to him: "Go back, 
take the desert road to Damascus, and 
when you arrive there anoint Hazael to 


be king over Aram, Jehu, the son of 
Nimshi, you shall anoint to be king over 
Israel, and Elisha, the son of Shaphat, 
you shall anoint to be prophet in your 
place. I will punish Israel, but I will 
spare all the knees that have not bowed 
to Baal, and every mouth that has not 
kissed him.” 


. ni?i tfxn 

1 T ~ T T : I •• T 


mmtfia x 1 ? ,m tfsnn nnxi 

-: t: ■■ t •• - - t -: 



24 * I KINGS [9-22] 


THE CALL OF ELISHA 

he departed from there, and he found 
Elisha as he was plowing behind twelve 
yoke of oxen. Elijah came to him, and 
threw his mantle upon him. He left the 


oxen, and ran after Elijah, and said: 
“Let me kiss my father and mother, and 
then I will follow you.” 

Elijah said to him: “Go and return, 
for what have I done [1] to you?” 

So Elisha returned and took a pair of 
oxen and slew them, and took their 


[1] what have i done: The Rabbis disagreed about what Elijah 
meant. Some said Elijah was angry that Elisha should think of any¬ 
thing but his new calling. Others said that Elijah was pleased that 
Elisha should still remember, even at that climactic moment in his 
life, to observe the Lord’s commandment to honor his father and his 
mother. The Rabbis interpreted Elijah’s words to mean: “Go back 
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yoke to boil the flesh, and gave it to the 
people to eat. Then he arose, and went 
after Elijah and became his attendant. 

THE VINEYARD OF NABOTH 

naboth, the jezreelite, had a vine¬ 
yard adjoining the palace of Ahab. Ahab 
spoke to Naboth, saying: “Give me your 
vineyard, that I may have a garden of 
herbs, because it is near my house. I 
will give you for it a better vineyard, 
or if you prefer, I will give you its value 
in money/’ 

Naboth said: “The Lord forbid that 
I should give you the inheritance of 
my fathers.” 

When Ahab heard it, he went into 
his house sullen and dejected, and lay 
down on his bed, turned his face to the 
wall, and refused to take food. 

Jezebel, his wife, came to him, and 
said: “Why are you so dejected, that 
you refuse food?” 

He said: “Because I said to Naboth, 
the Jezreelite: ‘Give me your vineyard 
for money, or if you prefer, I will gladly 
give you another vineyard for it,’ and he 
said: ‘I will not give you my vineyard.’” 

Jezebel said to him: “Is this the way 
you govern the kingdom of Israel? Arise, 


eat and set your mind at ease. I will give 
you the vineyard of Naboth.” 


jezebel's scheme 

she wrote letters in Ahab’s name, 
sealed with his seal, and sent the letters 
to the elders and nobles who lived in 
Naboth's city. She wrote in the letters: 
“Proclaim a .fast, and set Naboth at the 
head of the people, and set two men, 
base fellows, against him and let them 
bear witness, saying: ‘You have cursed 
God and the king.’ Then take him out, 
and stone him to death.” 

The elders and nobles of Naboth’s 
city did as Jezebel had written in the 
letters. They proclaimed a fast, and set 
Naboth at the head of the people. Two 
base fellows came and sat before him, 
and bore witness against Naboth in the 
presence of the people, saying: “Naboth 
cursed God and the king.” 

So they took him outside the city, and 
stoned him to death. Then they sent 
to Jezebel, saying: “Naboth is stoned 
and is dead.” Jezebel said to Ahab: 
“Arise, and take possession of the vine¬ 
yard of Naboth, who refused to give it 
to you for money, for Naboth is not 
alive but dead.” 


to your parents, but remember what I have done to you by dedicating 
your life to God, and return.” 
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When Ahab heard that Naboth was 
dead, he went to the vineyard to take 
possession of it. 

ELIJAH PRONOUNCES 

god's judgment 

then the word of the Lord came to 
Elijah, saying: “Arise, and go down to 
meet Ahab, king of Israel, who is now 
in the vineyard of Naboth, where he 
has gone down to possess it. You shall 
say to him: ‘Have you slain and also 
taken possession?’ Thus said the Lord: 
In the place where the dogs licked the 
blood of Naboth, shall dogs lick your 
blood.” 

And Ahab said to Elijah: “Have you 
found me, O my enemy?” And he an¬ 
swered: “I found you, because you have 
sold yourself to do that which is evil 
in the eyes of the Lord. Therefore, I 
will bring evil upon you. I will make 
your house like the house of Jeroboam 
for making Israel sin. And the dogs 
shall eat Jezebel in the valley of Jezreel.” 

When Ahab heard these words, he 
tore his garments and put on a sackcloth 
and fasted. He slept in sackcloth and 
walked barefoot. The word of the Lord 
came to Elijah, saying: “Have you seen 


that Ahab has humbled himself before 
Me? Because of that, I will not bring 
the evil in his days but in his son’s days.” 

THE DEATH OF AHAB 

the king of Israel, and Jehoshaphat, 
king of Judah, went up to Ramoth- 
gilead: The king of Israel said to Je¬ 
hoshaphat: “I will disguise myself and 
go into battle, but you put on your own 
robes.” So the king of Israel disguised 
himself before he went into battle. Now 
an archer drew his bow at random, and 
shot the king of Israel between the breast 
plate and the lower part of the armor. 

But the battle grew fiercer that day, 
so the king held himself upright in his 
chariot facing the Arameans until eve¬ 
ning. The blood from the wound ran 
out into the bottom of the chariot. He 
said to the driver of his chariot: ‘Wheel 
about and take me out of the battle, for 
I am badly wounded.” In the evening 
he died. [2] About sunset the cry passed 
throughout the army: “Every man to his 
city, every man to his land [for the king 
is dead]!” 

So the king died and was brought to 
Samaria, and they buried him there. 
When they washed the chariot by the 


[2] in the evening he died: Ahab repented after his crime against 
Naboth. He fasted and prayed morning and night; and the Lord 
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pool of Samaria, the dogs licked his 
blood, according to the word of the Lord 
which He spoke. 

The rest of the acts of Ahab, and all 
that he did, and the ivory palace which 


he built, and all the cities which he 
built, all is written in the Book of 
Chronicles of the king of Israel. Ahab 
slept with his fathers, and his son Aha- 
ziah reigned in his stead. 


forgave him. When he was mortally wounded in battle, his blood 
ran out onto the floor of his chariot. Then Ahab exerted all his 
strength and courage to remain standing in order not to frighten 
and panic his soldiers. 
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ELIJAH ASCENDS TO HEAVEN 

it was before the Lord took up Elijah 
by whirlwind into heaven. Elijah and 
Elisha went on their way from Gilgal. 
Elijah said to Elisha: “I pray you, re¬ 
main here, for the Lord has sent me to 
Beth-el.” Elisha answered: “As the Lord 
lives, and as your soul lives, I will not 


leave you.” So they went down to Beth-el. 

Then the sons of the prophets [1] 
who were in Beth-el came out to Elisha, 
and said: “Do you know that the Lord 
will take your master away from you 
today?” He said: “Yes, I know, only 
hold your peace.” 

Elijah said again to Elisha: “Remain 
here, I pray you, for the Lord has sent 


[1] the sons of the prophets: Why were the followers of the 
prophets called “the sons of the prophets”? Our Sages answer that 
the disciples are called sons and the teachers called fathers, because 
a teacher gives spiritual life to his disciples as a father gives physical 
life to his sons. 
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me to Jericho.” And he said: “As the 
Lord lives and as your soul lives, I will 
not leave you.” So they entered Jericho. 
Elijah said again to Elisha: “Remain 
here, I beg you, for the Lord has sent 
me to the Jordan.” Elisha said: “As the 
Lord lives, I will not leave you.” So the 
two of them went on. 

Now fifty men of the followers of the 
prophets went and stood opposite them 
at a distance, while they too stood by 
the Jordan. Elijah took his mantle, rolled 


it up, and struck the waters of the 
Jordan and they divided on either side, 
and they crossed on dry ground. And it 
was when they crossed over, Elijah said 
to Elisha: “Ask what I shall do for you, 
before I am taken from you.” 

Elisha said: “Let there be a double 
portion of your spirit [2] upon me.” He 
answered: “You have asked a hard thing. 
If you see me as I am being taken away 
[3] from you, it shall be so with you, 
but if not, it shall not be so.” 


[2] double portion of your spirit: Rabbi Yose said: “Every man 
is jealous of his friends, except his sons and his disciples.” A man 
is generally jealous of his reputation and achievement and often 
envious of friends or even relatives who advance higher and more 
swiftly than he does. But a teacher does not envy his student when 
the student outdoes the teacher. Nor does a father feel envy when 
his son accomplishes more than he has. Both teacher and father 
rejoice in their pupils’ and sons’ achievements. 

When the servant came to David to congratulate him on Solomon’s 
assumption of the throne, he said to the king: “Let God make 
Solomon’s name better than your name and his throne greater than 
your throne” (I Kings 1:47). And David did not resent it but 
blessed the Lord. And when Elisha asked of Elijah, "Let a double 
portion of your spirit be on me,” Elijah was not angry; he wished 
only for Elisha’s desire to be fulfilled. 

[3] if you see me taken away: No man can endow another with 
the gift of prophecy. Elijah said to Elisha, if you have the merit, if 
God has granted you the inner sight to see me taken from you, then 
you may become what you ask. But if you do not see me taken 
from you, then God has not granted you the gift of prophecy and 
then I cannot grant you your wish. 
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As they walked and talked, [4] a 
chariot of fire and horses of fire came 
between them, and Elijah went up by 
a whirlwind into heaven. 

Elisha saw it and cried out: “My 
father, my father! The chariots of Israel 
and its horsemen.” And he saw him no 
more. Then he took hold of his clothes 
and rent them into two pieces. He took 
up the mantle of Elijah that had fallen 
from him, and returned. 

The followers of the prophets who 
were at Jericho saw him and said: “The 
spirit of Elijah is upon Elisha.” They 
came to meet him and bowed before 
him to the earth and said: “There are 


with your servants fifty stalwart men, 
let them go, we beg you, in search of 
your master.” 

He said: “Do not send.” 

But they pressed him [5] until he 
could not resist their request any longer, 
so he said: “Send.” They sent the fifty 
men, and they searched for three days 
and did not find him. They returned 
to him while he stayed in Jericho. 

THE FLASK OF OIL 

the wife of one of the followers of the 
prophets cried out [6] to Elisha: “Your 
servant, my husband, is dead, and you 


[4] and talked: What did they talk about? Elisha knew that Elijah 
was about to leave this world, and so he kept on asking questions 
concerning the Torah, and Elijah answered him. God had sent His 
angels with the chariot to remove Elijah but the angels would not 
interrupt the prophets’ discussion of Torah. Finally, the angels re¬ 
moved the cloud that hid the chariot so that both Elijah and Elisha 
could see it—and the chariot’s brightness filled the sky. The two 
prophets ceased their talk of Torah and, thunderstruck, gazed up at 
the heavens. Then the chariot swooped low and Elijah disappeared. 



[5] they pressed him: Why did Elisha allow the young men to 
roam the wilderness for three days when he knew they would find 
nothing? When Elisha returned, the sons of the prophets crowded 
around him. They heard the story of the chariot and feared that 
Elijah might have fallen from it, or been put down in some remote 
and inaccessible place. That is why they asked if they might go out 
to seek him. At first Elisha refused, for he knew that Elijah had 
been transported, but when he realized that the young men sought 
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know that your servant feared the Lord. 
Now the creditor has come to take away 
my two children as bondsmen.” 

Elisha said to her: “What have you 
in the house?” She said: “Only a small 
flask of oil.” [7] He said to her: “Go 
borrow of your neighbor’s empty vessels; 
borrow as many as you can, then shut 
yourself and your sons in the house, and 
pour the oil in the vessels.” 

She went from him, and she shut 
herself and her sons in the house. They 


brought the vessels to her and she 
poured. As soon as the vessels were full, 
she said to her son: “Bring me another.” 
He said to her: “There is not another 
empty vessel.” Then the oil stopped. 

She eame and told the man of God. 
He said to her: “Go, sell the oil, and 
pay your debt and you and your sons 
can live on what is left.” [8] 

THE SHUNAMMITES SON 
one day Elisha went to Shunem, and 


the older prophet out of love and zeal, and that they might suspect 
him of coveting his teacher’s place, he permitted them to go. 

[6 ] the widow who cried out: According to tradition the widow 
who cried out to Elisha about the great wrong done her was the wife 
of Obadiah, the man who had saved a hundred prophets from the 
wrath of Jezebel (I Kings 18:13). Obadiah hid the prophets in 
caves, fed them, and soon his money was gone because food and 
drink were very expensive. Then he had to borrow money from 
Jehoram, heir to the throne, at usurer’s rates, and was soon so deeply 
in debt that he could not repay his debts before he died. Jehoram 
then wanted to take Obadiah’s two children as slaves in forfeit for 
their father’s debt. 

[7] a small flask of oil: Why did Elisha ask the widow whether 
she had anything in the house? And only after she told him that she 
had a flask of oil did Elisha say the blessing of the Lord would enter 
the oil, that the oil would then increase and fill all her vessels? Our 
Sages explain that no blessing from above can descend on a void. 
What is below and human must be prepared to receive and use the 
miracle from above. 
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there was a great lady who persuaded 
him to partake of food. So it was after¬ 
ward that as often as he passed there, 
he would turn to her to eat food. She 
said to her husband: “I see that this 
man, who often passes by us, is a holy 
man of God. Let us build a little cham¬ 
ber for him on the roof, and let us put 
there a bed, a table, a chair and a lamp, 
so that whenever he comes to us he can 
turn there.” 

One day he came there and went into 
the chamber and rested. He said to Ge- 
hazi, his servant: “Call this Shunammite 
woman." He called her, and she stood 
before him. He said to Gehazi: “Say to 
her: ‘You have troubled yourself so 


much for our comfort, what is to be 
done for you? Is it to speak for you to 
the king, or to the commander of the 
army?’" She said: “I dwell among my 
own people.” [9] 

He said to Gehazi: “What then is to 
be done for her?” Gehazi said: “She has 
no son, and her husband is old.” Elisha 
said: “Call her back.” He called her, and 
she stood in the doorway. Elisha said: 
“At this time next year you shall em¬ 
brace a son.” She said: “No, my lord, 
man of God, do not deceive your serv¬ 
ant.” But the next year the woman gave 
birth to a son, at the time that Elisha 
had said. 

When the child was grown, he went 


[8] on what is left: When the woman went to sell her oil she 
found that the price had risen greatly and she had enough money 
to live on. But the widow asked could she hold the oil even longer 
because the price was rising. No, the prophet said, go and sell the 
oil now. You will have enough to pay your husband's debts and 
afterward to live for the rest of your life. The miracle was performed 
to help you and your sons but not to make you rich by speculation. 

[9] 1 dwell among my own people: When Elisha asked the 
Shunammite woman what he could do for her, whether he might 
speak to the king, or the commander of the army for her, she replied: 
“I dwell among my people.” Rabbi Bahya ibn Pakuda said that the 
Shunammite meant to say, “If I am wronged in any way, I have my 
own people who will protect me and look after my interests; and, 
if necessary, who will appeal to the proper authorities.” Therefore, 
it is written (Deuteronomy 10:19): “You shall love the stranger.” 
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out one day to his father among the 
reapers. He said to his father: “My 
head, my head.” The father said to his 
servant: “Carry him to his mother.” 
When he was brought to his mother, 
the boy sat in her lap till noon and he 
died. She ascended and laid him on the 
bed of the man of God, closed the door, 
and went out. 

Then she called her husband, and 
said: “Send me one of the servants and 
one of the donkeys, that I may hasten 
to the man of God, and return.” He 
said to her: “Why do you go to him 
today? It is neither new moon nor Sab¬ 
bath. [Is all well?]” She said: “It shall 
be well.” 

Then she saddled the donkey, and 
said to her servant: “Drive fast, do not 
slacken my pace unless I tell you.” She 
went and came to the man of God at 
Mount Carmel. 

When the man of God saw her at a 


distance, he said to Gehazi: “Look, there 
is the Shunammite woman. Run to meet 
her, and ask: ‘Is all well with you? With 
your husband? With the child?’” She 
answered: “All is well,” but when she 
came to the man of God at the moun¬ 
tain of Carmel, she grasped his feet. 
When Gehazi tried to push her away, 
Elisha said: “Let her alone, for her soul 
is bitter within her and the Lord has 
hidden it from me and has not told me.” 

Then she cried: “Did I ask a son of 
my lord? Did not I say: ‘Do not deceive 
me ? 

Elisha said to Gehazi: “Make haste, 
take my staff in your hand and go! If 
you meet any man do not salute him. 
If any man salutes you answer him not, 
[10] and lay my staff on the face of the 
child.” But the mother of the child 
said: “As the Lord lives, I will not leave 
you.” So he arose, and followed her. 

Now Gehazi had gone before them 


[10] answer him not: Gehazi was proud of serving Elisha and 
downcast only in that he was permitted to do so little for his master. 
When he was sent with the staff, he set out hurriedly. Now he 
thought he was to perform a miracle on his own, but when people 
recognized him and Elisha’s staff, and asked him where he was 
going, Gehazi scoffed and laughed and told them that he was off 
to perform a miracle. The people followed him and crowded into 
the room where the boy lay. They watched as Gehazi placed the 
staff on the boy’s body—but nothing happened. His skepticism made 
him unworthy of being an agent through whom miracles are per- 
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and laid the staff on the face of the 
child. There was neither a sound nor 
hearing. He returned to meet them, and 
told him: “The child has not awakened.” 

Elisha came to the house. The boy 
was lying dead on his bed. He went in 
the chamber, closed the door upon the 
two of them, and prayed to the Lord. 
Then he lay upon the child, put his 
mouth to his mouth, his eyes upon his 
eyes and his hands upon his hands, and 
stretched himself upon him; the flesh 
of the child became warm. Then he 
rose and paced back and forth in the 
house. Then he went up and stretched 


himself upon the child, and the boy 
sneezed seven times, and he opened 
his eyes. 

He called Gehazi and said: “Call the 
Shunammite.” When she came to him, 
he said: “Take up your son.” [11] She 
fell to his feet, and bowed herself to the 
ground, took up her son, and went out. 

ELISHA CURES LEPROSY 
NAAMAN, [12] COMMANDER of the king 

of Aram’s army, was highly esteemed 
by his master because through him the 
Lord had given victory to Aram. He was 


formed. Gehazi failed because he doubted Elisha’s power to revive 
the child. Then Elisha came, emptied the room of the intruders, 
and prayed for the boy. 

take up your son: Our Sages ask: “Why did neither Elijah 
nor Elisha revive their own parents after they died?” The Rabbis 
explained that when one performed a miracle he endangered his 
own life because the miracle worker wearies God by making Him 
change the laws of nature. So the miracle worker was in danger of 
dying before his time but not when the miracle is performed for 
one who merited it. The woman of Zarephath had endangered her 
life to feed Elijah. The Shunammite had served and fed Elisha un¬ 
selfishly and without thought of reward. Both were worthy and 
merited the prophets' miracles. 

[12] naaman: In the eyes of the king of Aram, Naaman was a 
great and important man because it was Naaman, the archer, who 
in the battle of Gilead drew the bow and killed Ahab, king of Israel. 
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a valiant man, but a leper. The Ara- 
means had gone out on a marauding 
expedition and carried off a little girl 
from the Land of Israel. She became a 
servant to the wife of Naaman. She 
said to her mistress: “Would that my 
master saw the prophet who is now in 
Samaria, then he would cure him of his 
leprosy.” When Naaman heard it he 
went and told it to the king of Aram. 
The king said: “Go now and I will send 
with you a letter to the king of Israel.” 

Naaman departed and took with him 
ten talents of silver, six thousand pieces 
of gold and ten festal robes. He brought 
the letter to the king of Israel and the 
letter said: “Now, when this letter 
reaches you, be informed that I have 
sent Naaman, my servant, to you, that 
you may cure him of his leprosy.” 

When the king of Israel read the 
letter he rent his garments and cried 
out: “Am I a god to kill and make alive, 
that this man sends me a letter to cure 
a man of leprosy? Clearly he seeks an 
occasion to make war against me.” 

When Elisha, the man of God, heard 
that the king of Israel had rent his 
clothes he sent to the king, saying: 
“Why have you rent your clothes? Let 
him come to me and he shall know that 
there is a prophet in Israel.” So Naaman 
came with his horses and chariots and 
stood at the door of Elisha’s house. 


Elisha sent a messenger to him, saying: 
“Go and wash in the Jordan seven times 
and your flesh will be well and clean.” 

Naaman was enraged and left. He 
said: “I thought he would come out to 
me, stand and call on the Name of the 
Lord his God, wave his hand over the 
leprous place and so cure the leprosy. 
Are not the rivers of Damascus better 
than all the waters of Israel? Could I 
not wash in them and be clean?” So he 
turned and went away in a rage. 

Then his servants went up to him 
and said: “Master, if the prophet had 
demanded of you some great thing, 
would you not have done it? Why not 
then when he says to you: ‘Wash and 
be clean.’” Then Naaman went down 
and dipped himself seven times in the 
Jordan as the man of God told him to 
do and his flesh became once more like 
the flesh of a little child. 

He returned to the man of God, with 
all his company, and stood before him 
and said: “Now I know that there is no 
God in all the earth, but in Israel. 
Therefore, I beg you, accept a present 
from your servant.” Elisha said: “As the 
Lord lives, I will take nothing.” Naa¬ 
man urged him but he refused. Then 
Naaman said: “If not, at least let there 
be given to your servant two mules’ 
loads of earth. [13] For henceforth your 
servant will offer neither burnt-offering, 
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nor any sacrifice to any other gods but 
to the Lord. Only in this matter may 
the Lord pardon your servant: When 
my master, the king, goes into the house 
of Rimmon to worship there, he will be 
leaning on my arm, and I also will have 
to bow in the house of Rimmon when 
he bows. Then may the Lord pardon 
your servant in this matter.” And Elisha 
said: “Go in peace.” 

FAMINE IN THE BESIEGED SAMARIA 

and it came to pass that Ben-hadad, 
king of Aram, assembled all his army, 
and besieged Samaria. The famine was 
so severe in the city that a donkey’s 
head was sold for eighty shekels of 
silver. As the king of Israel was passing 
by upon the wall a woman cried out: 
“Help, my lord, O king!” He said: “If 
the Lord did not help you, how can I 
help from the threshing floor or the 
wine press? But what is your trouble?” 

The woman said: “This woman said 
to me: ‘Give your son that we may eat 
him today, and we will eat my son to¬ 
morrow.’ So we cooked my son and ate 
him. On the next day I said to her: 
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‘Give your son that we may eat him,’ 
but she has hidden her son.” When the 
king heard the words of the woman, he 
rent his clothes and the people saw that 
he wore sackcloth next to his skin. 

Now Elisha was sitting in his house, 
with the elders sitting beside him. While 
he was talking with them, the king of 
Israel came down to him, and said: 
“See, this evil is from the Lord. Why 
should I hope for the Lord any longer?” 

Elisha said: “Hear you the word of 
the Lord. Thus said the Lord: Tomor¬ 
row about this time shall a measure of 
fine flour be sold for a shekel, and two 
measures of barley for a shekel, at the 
gate of Samaria.’” Then the captain, 
upon whose hand the king leaned, an¬ 
swered the man of God: “Even if the 
Lord would make windows in the 
heavens, could this thing be?” 

Elisha said: “You yourself shall see 
it with your own eyes, but you shall 
not eat of it.” 


THE PLENTY AFTER THE FAMINE 

now there were four lepers at the 
entrance of the gate, and they said one 


[13] two loads of earth: When the Children of Israel live ac¬ 
cording to the laws of their Father in heaven, then no one would 
dare to take even a load of earth from their land without permission. 
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to another: “If we enter the city, the 
famine is in the city, and we shall die 
there, and if we remain here, we die 
also. Therefore let us desert to the camp 
of the Arameans. If they let us alive, 
we shall live; if they kill us, we shall 
but die.” 

So at twilight they set out to go to 
the camp of the Arameans. When they 
came to the edge of the camp, there was 
no man there; for the Lord had caused 
the army of the Arameans to hear a 
noise of chariots, of horses, and of a 
great army. So they said one to another: 
“The king of Israel has hired the kings 
of the Hittites and the kings of Egypt 
to come against us.” So they arose and 
fled in the twilight, and abandoned 
their tents, their horses, their donkeys, 
everything was left as it was, and they 
fled for their lives. 

When the lepers came to the outer¬ 
most part of the camp they entered into 
a tent, ate, drank and carried away sil¬ 
ver, gold, and raiment, and went and 
hid it. They returned and entered an¬ 
other tent, and carried away what was 
there, and went and hid it. 

Then they said to one another: “We 
are not doing right. This is a day of 
good news, but we are keeping still. Let 
us go and inform the house of the king.” 
They came and called to the gatekeepers 
of the city, and said: “We came to the 


camp of the Arameans, but there was 
no one there; no sound of man, but the 
horses tied, the donkey tied and the 
tents were as they have been.” 

The gatekeepers called out, and in¬ 
formed the house of the king within. 
The king arose in the night, and said 
to his officers: “Let me tell you what 
the Arameans have done. They know 
that we are hungry. Therefore they 
have gone from the camp and hid them¬ 
selves in the field, thinking: When they 
come out of the city we shall take them 
alive, and so get into the city.' ” 

One of the officers answered: “Send 
some men with the five of the horses 
that are left. If they die, they will be 
like all the multitude of Israel that per¬ 
ish here. Let us send and see.” 

They took two chariots with horses, 
and the king sent them after the army 
of the Arameans, and said: “Go and see.” 

They followed them to the Jordan 
and all the way was full of garments 
and vessels, which the Arameans had 
thrown away in their haste. The mes¬ 
sengers returned, and told the king. 

The people went out and plundered 
the camp of the Arameans. So a meas¬ 
ure of fine flour was sold for a shekel 
and two measures of barley for a shekel, 
according to the word of the Lord! The 
king appointed the captain upon whose 
hand he leaned to guard the gate, but 
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in the rush the people trampled him 
to death. It happened as the man of God 
had spoken: “Tomorrow about this time 
shall a measure of fine flour be sold for 
a shekel and two measures of barley for 
a shekel at the gate of Samaria." When 
the captain said: “Even if the Lord Him¬ 


self would make windows in the heavens, 
could this be?" And the man of God 
said: “You yourself shall see it with your 
own eyes, but you shall not eat it." So 
it happened to him, for the people tram¬ 
pled upon him in the gate so that 
he died. 
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ELISHA AND THE KING OF ARAM 

Elisha came to Damascus [ 1 ] and Ben- 
hadad, the king of Aram, was sick. 
When he was told: “The man of God 


has come here,” the king said to Hazael: 
“Take a gift in your hand and go to 
meet the man of God and through him 
inquire of the Lord whether I shall re¬ 
cover from this illness.” 


[1] elisha came to Damascus: Our Sages say that Gehazi came 
to Damascus to demand payment from Naaman for the suffering 
that had befallen him. Elisha had transferred Naaman’s leprosy to 
Gehazi. Elisha came to Damascus to persuade Gehazi to repent, but 
Gehazi said that the Lord does not accept the repentance of those 
who sin and cause many others to sin. Elisha disagreed with him, 
but Gehazi persisted. 

What were the other sins of Gehazi: 1 Our Sages tell us that he 
made a magnet which lifted Jeroboam’s idols and suspended them 
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So Hazael took a gift and went to 
meet him. When he came to Elisha he 
stood before him and said: “Your son 
Ben-hadad, the king of Aram, has sent 
me to ask you whether he will recover 
from his illness." Elisha said to him: 
“Go and say to him: ‘You shall surely 
recover/ but the Lord has told me that 
he will certainly die." Hazael stared at 
Elisha a long time, then the man of God 
wept. [2] Hazael said: “Why does my 
lord weep?" And Elisha answered: “Be¬ 
cause I know the cruelties which you 
will inflict on the Children of Israel; 
their fortresses you will set on fire, their 
young men you will put to the sword, 
their little children you will dash to 
pieces and you will rip their unborn 
children from their women’s wombs." 
Hazael said: “Your servant is but a dog, 


how can he achieve this great thing?" 
Elisha said: “The Lord has shown me 
that you are to be king of Aram." 

When Hazael returned to his master, 
Ben-hadad said to him: “What did 
Elisha say to you?" Hazael answered: 
“He said to me that you would surely 
recover." But on the next day Hazael 
took the bathcloth, dipped it in water 
and spread it over the king’s face, so 
that he died. And Hazael became king 
in his stead. 

CONSPIRACY AGAINST AHAb’s HOUSE 

elisha, the prophet, called one of the 
sons of the prophets [3] and said: “Gird 
up your loins, and take this flask of oil 
in your hand, and go to Ramoth-gilead. 
When you come there look for Jehu, 


between heaven and earth so that the people were persuaded that 
the idols had supernatural powers. 

[2] the man of god wept: Elisha wept when he saw that Hazael 
would become king. He foresaw the cruelties Hazael would commit 
and the horrors shocked him. But Hazael did not recoil from the 
atrocities or from the thought that he would commit them. He 
considered them great deeds, the heroic bouts of war. 

[3] one of the sons of the prophets: The young man was said 
to be the prophet Jonah, the son of Amittai, Elisha’s disciple. As 
Elisha had served Elijah, so had Jonah served Elisha until he was 
ready for prophecy himself. 
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the son of Nimshi, and bring him to an 
inner chamber. Then take the flask of 
oil, pour it on his head, and say: 'Thus 
said the Lord: I have anointed you king 
over Israel.' Then open the door and 
flee, and do not tarry.” 

The young man went to Ramoth- 
gilead, and when he came there, the 
officers of the army were sitting together. 
He said: “I have a word for you, O 
captain.” Jehu said: "For which one of 
us?” And he said: "For you, commander.” 

Jehu arose and went in the house. 
[The young man] poured the oil on his 
head, and said: "Thus said the Lord, 
the God of Israel: ‘I have anointed you 
king over the people of the Lord, over 
Israel. You shall smite the house of 
Ahab, your master, to avenge the blood 
of My servants, the prophets.' ” Then 
he opened the door and fled. 

Jehu came out to the officers of his 
master, and one said to him: "Is all 
well? Why did this madman come to 
you?” He answered: "You know how a 
man like that talks.” They said: "Tell 
us what he said.” 

He answered: "He said: ‘Thus said 
the Lord: I have anointed you king of 
Israel.' ” 

Then every man of them quickly took 
his garment and put it under Jehu on 
the top of the stairs, blew the horn and 
cried: "Jehu has become king!” 

Jehu said: "If this is your will, then 


ii kings 9:2-7, 10-13, 15-18, 20-22 

see that none escapes out of the city to 
tell it in Jezreel.” He rode his chariot to 
Jezreel, where Joram, king of Israel, was 
recuperating from his wounds in the war 
with Hazael, king of Aram. Ahaziah, 
king of Judah, the son of Athaliah, the 
daughter of Ahab and Jezebel, was also 
there, because he had come down to 
see Joram. 

Now the watchman who stood on the 
tower in Jezreel caught sight of the dust 
cloud raised by Jehu's company as it 
came. He called out: "I see a company!” 

King Joram said: "Take a horseman, 
and send him to meet them and let him 
say: ‘Is it in peace?"' So the rider on 
the horse went and met them, and said: 
"Thus said the king: ‘Is it in peace?"' 

Jehu said: "What have you to do 
with peace? Turn behind me and fol¬ 
low.” The watchman reported: “The 
messenger came to them, but he does 
not return. However, the driving is like 
the driving of Jehu, for he drives like 
a madman.” King Joram said: "Harness 
my chariot.” As soon as they harnessed 
the chariot, Joram, king of Israel, and 
Ahaziah, king of Judah, set out each in 
his chariot, and they drove to meet Jehu. 
They reached him in the field of Na¬ 
both, the Jezreelite. And it came to pass, 
when Joram saw Jehu, that he said: "Is 
it peace, Jehu?” And he answered: "How 
can there be peace so long as the har¬ 
lotries of your mother Jezebel and her 
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witchcrafts are so great?” And Joram 
turned and fled, and said to Ahaziah: 
“There is treachery, O Ahaziah.” And 
Jehu drew his bow with all his strength, 
and smote Joram between his arms, and 
the arrow went out of his heart, and he 
sank down in his chariot. Then [Jehu] 
said to Bidkar, his captain: “Remember 
how when you and I were riding side 
by side after Ahab, his father, the Lord 
pronounced this prophecy against him: 
‘Surely I saw yesterday the blood of 
Naboth and the blood of his sons, [4] 
and I will punish you in the same field/ 
Now, go, cast him into the same plot 
of ground.” 

Ahaziah, king of Judah, fled by the 
way of the garden house. Jehu said: 
“Follow him, and kill him also in the 
chariot.” [And they smote him.] He fled 
to Megiddo, and died there. 


THE EXECUTION OF JEZEBEL 

jehu came to Jezreel. As soon as Jezebel 
learned of it, she painted her eyelashes, 
adorned her head, and looked out of the 
window. When Jehu came in the gate, 
she said: “Is it all well with you, traitor, 
your master’s murderer?” He raised his 
eyes to the window, and called out: 
“Who is on my side? Who?” Two or 
three officers looked out to him. He said 
to them: “Throw her down!” They 
threw her down and some of her blood 
spattered on the wall, and the horses 
trampled her down. 

He went in and ate and drank, and 
then said: “Look after this cursed woman, 
and bury her, for she is a king’s daugh¬ 
ter.” They went to bury her, but they 
found no more than the skull, the feet, 
and the palms of her hands. [5] They 


[4] blood of his sons: Why did Jehu speak of Naboth’s sons 
dying with him? Scripture had not mentioned them before as having 
been stoned with their father. The Rabbis give two explanations: 
first, that although it was against Jewish law, when Naboth was 
stoned, his family was killed with him, as Jezebel had ordered, so 
that none might thereafter claim the vineyard; second, the blood 
refers to the blood of the sons of Naboth who would have been 
born had Naboth been spared so that, as in the case of Abel, their 
unborn blood had to be avenged. 


[5] skull and feet: When Jehu heard that the dogs had not eaten 
some parts of Jezebel’s body, he asked the elders of Samaria why. 
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II KINGS 9:36; II CHRONICLES 24:1-2, 15, 17-18 


returned and told him. He said: “This 
is what the Lord spoke to Elijah, saying: 
‘In the field of Jezreel shall the dogs 
eat the flesh of Jezebel!’” [And they 
buried her.] 

JEHOASH 

jehoash was seven years old [6] when 
he became king, and he reigned forty 


years in Jerusalem. Jehoash did what 
was right in the eyes of the Lord [7] 
all the days of Jehoiada, the priest. But 
Jehoiada became old and he died. After 
the death of Jehoiada, the princes of 
Judah came to the king and prostrated 
themselves before him and persuaded 
him to forsake the ways of the Lord. 
The king listened to them. They for¬ 
sook the way of the Lord, the God of 


They told him that Jezebel had not been all evil. If a young couple 
passed on their way to be married, she would clap her hands and 
dance and sing before them. And if a body was brought out to be 
buried, she would wring her hands, bow her head and walk after 
the bier lamenting. Because her hands and feet and head displayed 
sorrow toward her fellow human beings or rejoiced with them, the 
dogs had mercy on those organs and did not devour them. 


[6] jehoash was seven years old: Jehosheba had hidden Jehoash 
for six years. While Athaliah was actively seeking to kill the boy, 
the boy was hidden in the one place she would not look, the Holy 
of Holies in the Temple. 


[7] right in the eyes of the lord: One of our Sages declares that 
the people and the young king Jehoash did “what was right in the 
eyes of the Lord” only because they blindly followed the leadership 
of the High Priest Jehoiada. Theirs was only a mechanical con¬ 
formity and repentance; they had not truly returned to the Lord. 
As soon as Jehoiada died, the people went back to their old sinful 
ways. They even deified the king. His followers came and said to 
Jehoash: “Surely you are a god. If you were not a god, how could 
you be hidden for six years in the innermost part of the Sanctuary 
and live?” Jehoash agreed with them and declared himself a god. 
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II CHRONICLES 24:18, 20-25, 27; 25:3-4; II KINGS 14:16, 23, 25-27, 
29; 15:9, 8, 10 


their fathers, and served the Asherim 
and the idols. Wrath fell upon Judah 
and Jerusalem for their guilt. 

Then the spirit of God clothed Zech- 
ariah, the son of Jehoiada, the priest, 
and he stood above the people, and 
said: “Thus said God: ‘Why do you 
transgress the commandments of the 
Lord?’ Because you have forsaken the 
Lord, He has also forsaken you." 

But they conspired against him, and 
stoned him with stones at the command 
of the king in the court of the house of 
the Lord. Before he died, he said: “May 
the Lord see and require an account.” 

A year later the army of Aram came 
up against Judah and Jerusalem. The 
army of the Arameans was a small com¬ 
pany of men, but the Lord delivered 
the great army into their hand because 
they had forsaken the Lord, the God of 
their fathers. Then the servants of Je- 
hoash conspired against him, for the 
blood of the sons of Jehoiada, and killed 
him on his bed. They buried him in the 
City of David, but not in the tombs of 
the king. Amaziah, his son, reigned in 
his stead. 

When the kingdom was firmly estab¬ 
lished in the hands of Amaziah, he 


killed the servants who murdered his 
father. But the children of the murder¬ 
ers he did not put to death, according 
to which is written in the Torah in the 
book of Moses: “The fathers shall not 
be put to death for the children, neither 
shall the children be put to death for 
the fathers; only for his own sin shall 
anyone be put to death." 


CONFUSION AND DISORDER 

jehoash slept with his fathers, and was 
buried in Samaria with the kings of 
Israel, and his son Jeroboam reigned in 
his place. He reigned in Samaria forty- 
one years. He restored the borders of 
Israel from the entrance of Hamath to 
the sea of Arabah, according to the word 
of the Lord, the God of Israel, which 
He spoke by the prophet Jonah, the son 
of Amittai, for the Lord saw the bitter 
affliction of Israel, so He saved them by 
the hand of Jeroboam. 

Jeroboam slept with his fathers and 
Zechariah, his son, reigned in his place. 
Zechariah did evil in the eyes of the 
Lord. He reigned in Samaria six months. 
Shallum, the son of Jabesh, conspired 
against him and killed him, and reigned 


Chronicles records (II 24:18), “And they forsook the house of the 
Lord, the God of their fathers . . .; and wrath came upon Judah 
and Jerusalem for their guilt." 
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in his place. Shallum reigned one month 
in Samaria. Then Menahem, the son of 
Gadi, came from Tirzah, and killed 
Shallum and reigned in his place. [8] 
He was king over Israel for ten years. 
He did evil in the sight of the Lord all 
his days. 

Pul, the king of Assyria, invaded the 
land, and Menahem gave Pul a thou¬ 
sand talents of silver, that he might help 
him to establish the kingdom under his 


ii kings 15:10, 13-14, 17-20, 22, 24-25 

rule. And Menahem seized the money 
from the men of wealth, of each fifty 
shekels of silver, to give to the king of 
Assyria. The king of Assyria withdrew 
from the land. 

Menahem slept with his fathers, and 
Pekahiah, his son, became king in his 
place. He also did evil in the eyes of 
the Lord, and Pekah, one of his cap¬ 
tains, conspired against him, and smote 
him in Samaria and reigned in his place. 


[8 ] reigned in his place: Our Rabbis state that there was no 
legitimate king after Zechariah, son of Jeroboam. For more than 
forty years one usurper after another reigned and all seized the 
throne by treachery and assassination. One of the Sages asked: “Did 
not Jehu, grandfather of Jeroboam, also ascend to the throne by 
treachery and assassination? He killed his master, King Joram, the 
son of Ahab.” The other Sages answered: “Jehu’s was a revolt against 
injustice and idolatry. Jehu was anointed by one of Elisha’s dis¬ 
ciples so that the revolt was blessed by the prophets. But Shallum 
and all who followed him killed for their own benefit and gain; 
therefore, none of them can be considered legitimate rulers.” 
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WAR WITH JUDAH 

in the days of Pekah, king of Israel, 
came Tiglath-pileser, king of Assyria, 
and captured many cities in Israel, and 
carried them captive to Assyria. Ahaz 
reigned sixteen years in Jerusalem, he 
did not that which was right in the eyes 
of the Lord. But he walked in the ways 
of the kings of Israel, and also made 
molten images for the Baalim. He burnt 
his children in the valley of Ben-Hin 
nom in the abominations of the heathen. 
And the Lord delivered him into the 
hands of the king of Aram who carried 
away a great multitude as captives and 
brought them to Damascus. Pekah, king 


of Israel, also defeated him in a crush¬ 
ing disaster. He killed in Judah a hun¬ 
dred and twenty thousand fighting men, 
because they had forsaken the Lord, the 
God of their fathers. And the Israelites 
carried away captive two hundred thou¬ 
sand women, boys and girls. They also 
took an immense amount of spoil, and 
they brought the spoil to Samaria. 

But a prophet of the Lord was there, 
Oded by name. And he went to meet 
the army that was coming to Samaria, 
and said to them: “Because of the wrath 
of the Lord, the God of your fathers, 
against Judah, He has delivered them 
into your hand. You have killed them 
with a fury that has reached up to 
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II CHRONICLES 28:9-18; II KINGS 16:7-9; I 5 : 3 °i I 7 :1 '4 


heaven. Now you intend to hold the 
people of Judah as slaves. Are you not 
yourself guilty of crimes against the 
Lord your God? Now hear me: Send 
back the captives of your brothers, for 
the fierce wrath of the Lord will be 
upon you.” Then the chiefs of Ephraim 
stood up, and said to those who came 
from the war: “You shall not bring the 
captives here, for you will bring upon 
us guilt against the Lord.” 

So the armed men left the captives 
and their booty. The chiefs of Ephraim 
took the captives and clothed all those 
who were naked. They provided them 
with sandals, and gave them to eat and 
to drink, and carried all those who were 
feeble on donkeys; and they brought 
them to Jericho, to their kinsmen, and 
then returned to Samaria. 

At that time the Edomites came and 
attacked Judah, and they carried them 
away captives. The Philistines also 
raided the cities of the lowland and 
captured Beth-shemesh. 

AHAZ ASKS HELP FROM ASSYRIA 

then ahaz, king of Judah, sent mes¬ 
sengers to Tiglath-pileser, king of As¬ 


syria, saying: “I am your servant and 
your son. Come and save me from the 
hand of the king of Aram and from the 
hand of the king of Israel, who rise up 
against me.” Ahaz took the silver and 
the gold that was found in the House 
of the Lord and in the treasures of the 
king’s house, and sent it as tribute to 
the king of Assyria. 

Then the king of Assyria listened to 
him, and went to Damascus, and cap¬ 
tured it and carried away the inhabitants 
captive to Kir. 

Hoshea, the son of Elah, conspired 
against Pekah king of Israel, and killed 
him, and reigned in his place. Hoshea 
reigned in Samaria nine years'. He did 
evil in the eyes of the Lord, though not 
like the kings of Israel who were before 
him. [1] Against him came up Shal¬ 
maneser, king of Assyria, and Hoshea 
became his vassal, and paid him tribute. 

THE FALL OF SAMARIA 

then the king of Assyria found con¬ 
spiracy in Hoshea, for he sent messen¬ 
gers to the king of Egypt, and he did 
not bring up tribute to Assyria, as he 
had done year by year. The king of 


[ 1 ] not like the kings before him : If, as the verse says, Hoshea 
“did evil in the eyes of the Lord, though not like the kings of 
Israel who were before him,” why then were the ten tribes exiled 
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Assyria shut him up in prison. Then the 
king of Assyria marched right through 
the land, and went up to Samaria and 
besieged it three years. In the ninth 
year of Hoshea’s reign, the king of 
Assyria captured Samaria, and carried 
Israel captive to Assyria, and settled 
them in Halah, in Habor, and on the 
river of Gozan, and in the cities of 
the Medes. 

WHY SAMARIA WAS DESTROYED 

now this came about because the Israel¬ 
ites had sinned against the Lord their 
God who had brought them up from 


the land of Egypt. They had worshiped 
other gods and walked in the ways of the 
nations whom the Lord had dispossesed 
before them. They wrought wicked 
things to provoke the Lord of which 
He had said to them: “You shall not 
do these things.” Yet the Lord warned 
Israel by all His prophets, saying: “Turn 
from your evil ways and keep My com¬ 
mandments and My statutes according 
to all the laws which I commanded your 
fathers and which I sent to you by My 
servants, the prophets.” 

However, they would not listen, [2] 
they were willful and stiff-necked, and 


in his time? Our Sages explain that the Assyrians invaded the 
Northern Kingdom three times. The first time, in the reign of 
Pekah, they captured the golden calf at Dan and carried it off with 
some of the tribes to Babylon. The second time the Assyrians came 
was in the reign of Hoshea, when they carried off the other golden 
calf, which stood in Beth-el, together with four tribes. 

After that Hoshea removed the guards on the frontiers between 
Judah and Israel who had kept the people from going up to Jeru¬ 
salem to worship. But the people insisted on serving the Baalim and 
none went up to Jerusalem. Then the Lord spoke: “Before this, the 
people of Israel could blame the king and his guards for not worship¬ 
ing Me. But now each is responsible for his own transgressions.” 
Then the Assyrians invaded the Northern Kingdom for the third 
time, destroyed it and exiled the people. 

[2] they would not listen: The Rabbis said that the relationship 
between God and Israel was like that of the king who at his wedding 
bound his wife to him with two fine jewels. When the wife lost one 
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II KINGS 17:15-18, 24-26 


they rejected the Lord’s statutes and 
His covenant which He had made with 
their fathers and the warning He had 
given them. They went after things of 
nought and became nought. 

They forsook all the commandments 
of the Lord and made molten images, 
worshiped stars and served Baal. They 
even made their sons and daughters to 
pass through fire [to Molech]. They 
practiced magic and witchcraft. They 
gave themselves up to do evil in the 
eyes of the Lord. Therefore the Lord 
became exceedingly angry with Israel 
and removed them out of His sight. 
And there was none left but the tribe 
of Judah only. 


THE NEW SETTLERS IN SAMARIA 

the king of Assyria brought people from 
Babylon and from Cuthah and other 
countries, and settled them in the cities 
of Samaria, in place of the Israelites. 
When they first dwelt there, they did 
not fear the Lord. [3] Therefore the 
Lord sent lions among them, which con¬ 
tinued to kill them. They spoke to the 
king of Assyria, saying: “The nations 
which you have carried away and settled 
in the cities of Samaria do not know 
the custom of the God of the land, 
therefore He has sent lions among them 
and they kill them." 


of them, the king said: “Be careful not to lose the other, or there 
will be no sign left of our troth." 

So, too, was it with Israel. When the Israelites sealed the covenant 
at Sinai, the Lord gave them na’aseh v’nishma—we will do and we 
will hearken. When Israel sinned with the golden calf, the Lord 
said: “Now you have only we will hearken , for you have lost we 
will do” 

What is “do"? It is to do the mitzvot. What is “Hearken"? It is 
to hearken to the Torah, to study the Law. When the Northern 
Kingdom did not follow the mitzvot, God still considered them His 
people, but when they refused to study Torah and did not allow 
others to do so, they lost both parts of the covenant. 


[3] they did not fear the lord: After the king of Assyria exiled 
the ten tribes, he sent some new peoples to settle in their place. 
But the land was suddenly infested with wild beasts and lions killed 
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II KINGS 17:27-29, 32-34; 18:1-3, 5-7 

Then the king of Assyria gave com¬ 
mand: “Send there one of the priests 
who was carried away from there, and 
let him dwell there, and teach the peo¬ 
ple the custom of the God of the land." 
One of the priests whom they carried 
away from Samaria came and dwelt in 
Beth-el, and taught them how they 
should serve the Lord. But each of the 
nations had also made gods of their 
own. So they worshiped the Lord, but 
they also worshiped their own gods, ac¬ 
cording to the custom of the nations 
which had been carried away. 

So these people came to fear the Lord, 
and they served their carved images. 
Their children and children’s children 


213 

followed the custom of their fathers, so 
do they to this day. 

HEZEKIAH, KING OF JUDAH 

hezekiah, the son of Ahaz, was twenty- 
five years old when he began to reign, 
and he reigned twenty-nine years in 
Jerusalem. He did that which was right 
in the eyes of the Lord, just as David, 
his father, had done. He trusted the 
Lord God of Israel; he cleaved to Him 
and departed not from following Him, 
but kept the commandments which the 
Lord commanded Moses. 

So the Lord was with him, and he 
prospered in all his ventures. He re- 


many of the new settlers. The king of Assyria called for the elders 
of the exiled Israelites and said to them: “All the years that you 
dwelt in your land the wild beasts did not afflict you. Now the 
lions are sorely grieving my people.” 

Hoping that the king would return the Israelites to their own 
land, the elders replied: “Our God will not permit a nation that 
does not live by the Torah to dwell in it.” The elders thought that 
the king of Assyria would surely not force the settlers to convert but 
the king replied: “Send two of your number to teach my servants 
concerning your religion.” So the elders sent Rabbi Dosetai and 
Rabbi Zechariah. They taught the new inhabitants the Torah and 
they wept, for the Rabbis saw that the new inhabitants would never 
become true converts to Judaism because they had not themselves 
wished to study the Torah but had had it thrust upon them. As the 
verse (17:33) tells us: “They appeared to fear the Lord, but in 
truth, thev served their own idols.” 
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II KINGS 18:7-8, 13-14, 17-18 


belled against the king of Assyria, and 
served him not. He defeated the Phil¬ 
istines as far as Gaza. 

THE INVASION OF SENNACHERIB 

now, in the fourteenth year of King 
Hezekiah, Sennacherib, king of Assyria, 
came up against [4] the fortified cities 
of Judah, and captured them. Then 
Hezekiah sent to the king of Assyria 
at Lachish, saying: “I have sinned. 


Withdraw from me and whatever you 
put on me, I will bear.” The king of 
Assyria made Hezekiah pay three hun¬ 
dred talents of silver and thirty talents 
of gold. 

Afterward the king of Assyria sent 
Tartan and Rab-saris and Rab-shakeh 
from Lachish to King Hezekiah with a 
great army to Jerusalem. They came and 
took up their position at the channel 
[5] of the upper pool, and they called 


[4] came up against: How is it that Sennacherib made war on 
Judah during the reign of Hezekiah? Hezekiah had ordered all the 
people to study Torah and to walk in its ways. Every child, every 
woman and man soon became learned. When the Lord told Heze¬ 
kiah, “I am sending Sennacherib against you,” Hezekiah pleaded 
with the Lord that his people were righteous and did not deserve 
to be destroyed by the Assyrians. 

Then God spoke, saying, “The monarch will come but he shall 
not prevail.” 

And still Hezekiah pleaded: “O Lord, neither the fright nor the 
victory!” 

But the Lord replied: “Let the nations see that even the mightiest 
monarch cannot prevail against righteousness.” 

[5] they took up their position at the channel: When Sen¬ 
nacherib and his army reached Jerusalem, the king of Assyria ex¬ 
claimed: “Is this the famed city for whose sake I set my whole army 
on the march? It looks smaller and weaker than any of the cities 
I have subdued with my strong hand.” His lieutenants said, “Let 
us take it immediately and make an end of it.” But Sennacherib 
replied: “We have made the ten-day journey from Nob to Jerusalem 
in a single day. Our warriors are weary. Let us rest tonight.” He 
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out for the king. There came out to 
them Eliakim who was the steward of 
the palace, Shebnah, the scribe, and 
Joah, the recorder. 

Then Rab-shakeh said to them: "Say 
you now to Hezekiah: Thus says the 
great king, the king of Assyria: What 
confidence is this in which you trust? 
Do you think that a mere word of the 
lips is council and strength for war? 
Now in whom do you trust, that you 
have rebelled against me? You have put 
your trust in Egypt, in the staff of this 
broken reed, on which if a man lean, 
it will run into his hand and pierce it. 
But if you say to me, We trust in the 
Lord our God, is it not the Lord whose 
altars Hezekiah has taken away, and 
said to Judah, Worship at this altar in 
Jerusalem? So, make a wager with my 


master, the king of Assyria. I will give 
you two thousand horses, if you have 
the riders to set upon them. So you can 
then repulse the attack of the least of 
my masters servants.” 

Then Eliakim, Shebnah, and Joah 
said to Rab-shakeh: "Speak to us in 
Aramaic, for we understand it, but do 
not speak to us in Judean, with the 
people listening on the wall.” 

Rab-shakeh answered them: [6] "Did 
my master send me with this message 
to your master or to you? It was rather 
to the men who are sitting on the wall 
and die of hunger.” Then he stood and 
cried with a loud voice in Judean, say¬ 
ing: "Hear the words of the great king, 
the king of Assyria: Thus says the king: 
Do not let Hezekiah deceive you, for 
he will not be able to deliver you. Have 


waved his hand derisively toward the city, saying, "Tomorrow, each 
of you will take just one brick from the city wall and bring it to me 
and that will be the end of Jerusalem. There will not even be any 
need to besiege it.” 

That night the angel of the Lord came and slew Sennacherib's 
army, for the Lord had spoken: "I will protect the city and save it 
for My own sake and for My servant David.” 

[6] rab-shakeh’s premonition: While the army slept, Rab-shakeh 
stole to the top of the platform from which Sennacherib observed 
the city. He wanted to see what was going on in the city of his 
youth now doomed to be destroyed. He saw the Temple all lit and 
filled with the Jerusalemites. It was the first night of Passover and 
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II KINGS 18:33-34, 31-32, 36; 19:1-4, 6, 32-34,21 


any of the gods of the nations delivered 
his land from the hand of the king of 
Assyria? Was Samaria delivered out of 
my hand? Make peace with me, and 
surrender to me. Then can each man 
eat from his own vine and his own fig 
tree, and drink water from his own 
cistern, until I come and take you away 
to a land like your own, that you may 
live, and not die/' 

The people were silent, and answered 
not a word, for the king commanded: 
“Do not answer him." 

t 

isaiah's prophetic assurance 

then king hezekiah rent his clothes, 
and covered himself with sackcloth, and 
sent Eliakim and Shebna, and the 
elders of the priests covered with sack¬ 
cloth, to the prophet Isaiah, the son of 


Amoz. They said to him: “Thus said 
Hezekiah: ‘This is a day of distress, 
rebuke, and disgrace. It may be that the 
Lord your God will hear all the words 
of Rab-shakeh whose master, the king 
of Assyria, has sent to insult the living 
God, and will rebuke the words which 
the Lord your God has heard.’" 

Isaiah said to them: “Thus shall you 
say to your master: Thus said the Lord: 
Do not be afraid of the words of the 
lads of the king of Assyria who have 
blasphemed Me. He shall not enter the 
city, nor shoot an arrow there, neither 
shall he come before it with a shield, 
nor cast a mound against it. For I will 
defend and save the city for My own 
sake, and for the sake of My servant 
David. This is the word that the Lord 
has spoken against him: 


the Levites were singing the Hallel Psalms. In the stillness of the 
night, he recognized the melody and the words: 

“When Israel came forth out of Egypt 
The House of Jacob from a people of a strange tongue, 

Jacob became His sanctuary 

Israel His dominion" (Psalms 114:1-2). 

Suddenly he felt sure that Sennacherib would not be able to take 
the city, that somehow the army would be destroyed at the very 
gates of Jerusalem. 

He went down to the king and said: “Master, abandon the siege 
of the city. I heard them reciting the Hallel, and reminded myself 
that many miracles happen to them on this night. Their God will 
not desert them now either. Put off taking the city." 
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“ ‘The daughter of Zion, 

She despises you, and laughs at 
you, 

Whom have you insulted and 
blasphemed? 

Against whom have you raised 
your voice? 

Against the Holy One of Israel! 

By your messengers you have 
insulted the Lord, 

And said: With the multitude of 
my chariots 

I have come up the heights of the 
mountains, 

To the innermost parts of 
Lebanon, 

I have cut down the tallest cedars, 
its choicest cypresses, 

I have dug and drunk foreign 
waters, 

And with the soles of my feet I 
dried up all the streams of Egvpt. 


Have you not heard, how I 
prepared it long ago, 

And how I brought it to pass? 

Because you have raged against 
Me, 

And your arrogance has come up 
to My ears, 

Therefore I will put My hook in 
your nose 

And My bridle in your lips. 

And I will turn you back the way 

By which you came/” 

That night the angel of the Lord [7] 
went forth and smote in the camp of 
the Assyrians one hundred and eighty- 
five thousand men. Then Sennacherib, 
king of Assyria, returned to Nineveh. 
And when he was worshiping in the 
temple of Nisroch, his god, his sons 
smote him with the sword, and Esarhad- 
don, his son, reigned in his place. 


Sennacherib only laughed and replied: “It was my wish that we 
should come to this city and take it. For this I have gathered a 
mighty army and tomorrow we shall take Jerusalem.” 

But Rab-shakeh’s premonition came true. 


[7] the angel of the lord: According to tradition the Assyrians 
began their siege on the first night of Passover. Despite the be¬ 
leaguering army, the Israelites celebrated the feast of their deliver¬ 
ance from bondage in Egypt. As they sang the Hallel, the song in 
praise of the Lord, the angels also sang the Hallel before the 
Celestial Throne. Amidst all this beauty the heavens were cleft, but 
the Israelites continued to chant God’s praises unawares. The As- 
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HEZEKIAH IS SAVED 

in those days Hezekiah was sick to 
death. Isaiah, the prophet, the son of 
Amoz, came and said to him: “Set your 
house in order; for you shall die, and 
not live." Hezekiah turned his face to 
the wall, and prayed to the Lord, [8] 


saying: “Remember now, O Lord, how 
I have walked before Thee in truth and 
with a whole heart, and have done that 
which is good in Thy sight." And Heze¬ 
kiah wept bitterly. 

Before Isaiah was gone out of the 
inner court of the city, the word of the 
Lord came to him, saying: “Return, 


Syrians looked up, and, overwhelmed by rapture, their souls departed 
from their bodies. 

[8] prayed to the lord: When Isaiah told Hezekiah that he would 
die, he added, “in this world and in the next." Hezekiah wept sorely 
and begged the prophet to tell him why. Isaiah said, “Because you 
have done evil in the sight of the Lord.” 

Hezekiah replied, “I have cleansed the idols from the land and 
taught the people Torah." 

“But you disobeyed God’s first injunction,” Isaiah said. “You have 
never married and fathered children." 

Hezekiah replied: “I saw a vision of my progeny and that they 
would all be evil. Better none than evil." 

“No," Isaiah rebuked him, “why do you concern yourself with 
the mysteries of the Almighty? You must do your duty and the 
Lord will do whatever pleases Him." 

“You are right," Hezekiah answered. “Give me your daughter to 
wife and with God’s help we shall have children. And perhaps your 
merit and mine might cause the children to be virtuous." 

“Too late," Isaiah said. 

Then Hezekiah said, “Even if the sword is on your neck it is not 
too late to pray." So he prayed to God as Isaiah left and the Lord 
told Isaiah to return, for He had forgiven Hezekiah. And then the 
king married Isaiah’s daughter. 
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and say to Hezekiah: ‘Thus said the 
Lord, the God of David, your father: I 
have heard your prayer, I have seen 
your tears; behold, I will heal you; on 
the third day you shall go up to the 
House of the Lord. I will add fifteen 
years to your days; and I will deliver 


you and this city out of the hand of the 
king of Assyria; and I will defend this 
city for My own sake, and for My serv¬ 
ant David’s sake/” And Isaiah said: 
“Take a cake of figs.” And they took 
and placed it on the boil and Hezekiah 
recovered. 


n*?»n m s a xsn ’un nx 'rwn .Tjn'ppn nx 'nan© 

fra 



28* II KIN<iS [ 20 — 25 ] 


KING MANASSEH 

hezekiah slept with his fathers, [1] 
and Manasseh, his son, reigned in his 
place. He was twelve years old when he 
began to reign, and he reigned for fifty- 
five years in Jerusalem. He did evil [2] 
in the eyes of the Lord, after the abomi¬ 


nations of the nations whom the Lord 
cast out before the Children of Israel. 
He built altars for Baal, and made an 
Asherah, and set the graven image of 
the Asherah in the House of the Lord. 
He made his son pass through the fire, 
and practiced soothsaying and witchcraft. 
He also shed very much innocent blood, 


[1] slept with his fathers: Despite Hezekiah’s weaknesses he 
was a good man and a good king, beloved of his people. When he 
died, a great funeral cortege followed his coffin and over his grave 
the people built a house of study where Torah was studied every 
day. On the lintel over the entrance was carved this verse: 
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[3] until he filled Jerusalem from one 
end to another. 

The Lord spoke by his servants, the 
prophets: "Because Manasseh has done 


these abominations, [4] I will bring such 
evil on Jerusalem and Judah that who¬ 
soever hears of it, both his ears shall 
ring. I will wipe Jerusalem as a man 


If you would know who is buried here, 

He who finds rest upon his bier, 

What were his victories and what his fame, 

The mass of his treasure, proud sound of his name, 

Turn to the Torah that stands over his grave, 

And seek what the Lord asks from king and from slave. 

Here lies Hezekiah, of Judah the king, 

Who to the Lord all devotion did bring. 

Your gold and treasure before death do flee. 

What is remembered? A good name and charity. 

And they put above his grave a Sefer Torah and wrote over him: 
"Whoever lies in this casket fulfilled what is written here/' 


[2] manasseh did evil: Manasseh was an idolator who served all 
the pagan gods. He also made a four-faced idol and placed it in the 
inner court of the Temple so that whatever direction one came in 
from one could immediately prostrate himself before it. Manasseh 
also had built another idol which was a colossus, so large that it 
required a thousand men to move it. Daily Manasseh forced men to 
drag it from one town to another and daily he had to replace the 
entire number of men because every evening the men died from 
their labors. 

[3] much innocent elood: Our Sages tell us that Manasseh 
sentenced his own grandfather, the prophet Isaiah, to death. When 
the prophet fled and hid in a hollow tree the king’s men saw the 
edge of his garment exposed and reported it. Manasseh then ordered 
his men to saw the tree in two and they did so, thereby sawing the 
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wipes a dish, wiping it and turning it 
upside down." 

Manasseh slept with his fathers, [5] 
and was buried in the garden of his own 


house, and Amon, his son, reigned in his 
place. He reigned for two years and he 
did evil in the sight of the Lord, as did 
his father. His servants conspired against 


prophet in half. Manasseh was the scourge of other prophets as well, 
as the verse in Jeremiah (2:30) tells, “Your sword devoured your 
prophets like a destroying lion." 

[4] manasseh’s sins and prayer: In the twenty-second year of 
Manasseh's reign the Assyrians came and carried him off in fetters 
to Babylonia. There they put him to torture and in his anguish he 
called upon Baal and Molech and Ashtoreth, on all the pagan idols 
he had worshiped, to help him, but there was no response. Then 
he remembered the verses of the Torah his father Hezekiah had 
taught him: Tn distress you shall return to the Lord your. God, and 
you shall find Him if you will seek Him with all your heart and 
with all your soul. For the Lord is merciful” (Deuteronomy 4:29-31). 
And Manasseh repented and prayed to the Lord, saying, “You are 
the Lord, Most High, tenderhearted, long-suffering and most merci¬ 
ful. You, God, Lord of the upright, have therefore not ordained 
repentance for the upright. You have ordained repentance for a 
sinner like me. I earnestly beseech You, forgive me Lord, forgive me." 

When the angels heard his prayer, they shut the windows of 
heaven so that his prayer should not be accepted. The angels said 
to the Lord: “Manasseh put an idol in the inner court of the Temple; 
he shed seas of innocent blood; he even killed his grandfather, the 
prophet Isaiah; he is beyond redemption." And the Lord replied, 
“Yes, his sins are many and his transgressions great. By applying the 
law strictly his prayer should not be accepted; but then the people 
would say that the Lord has shut the door in the face of the peni¬ 
tent. I therefore accept his prayer and his repentance." And the 
Lord made an opening under His throne of Glory to receive the 
prayer of the repentant Manasseh. 
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him, and killed him. The people of the 
land killed the conspirators, and his son 
Josiah became king in his place. 

JOSIAH AND THE SCROLL 

josiah was eight years old when he 
began to reign, and he reigned thirty- 
one years in Jerusalem. He did right in 
the eyes of the Lord, and walked in the 
way of David. 

In the eighteenth year of King Josiah, 


the king sent Shaphan, the scribe, to the 
House of the Lord, saying: “Go to Hil- 
kiah, the High Priest, and see that he 
shall take the money which the keepers 
of the doors have gathered from the 
people and deliver it into the hands of 
the workers who have supervision of 
the House of the Lord, that they may 
hire the carpenters, the builders, and the 
masons, to make repairs on the House.” 

Now when they brought out the 
money that had been taken to the House 


[5] slept with his fathers: Rav Ashi appointed a time to lecture 
to his students about the three, sinful kings: Jeroboam, Ahab and 
Manasseh. “Tomorrow,” he said, “we shall discuss our colleague 
Manasseh.” That very night Rav Ashi had a dream in which Manas¬ 
seh appeared to him and said, “How dare you call me colleague! 
Do you think you are worthy to be my colleague or my father’s? 
Answer this simple question: ‘When we make the benediction of 
Hamotzi, from which part of the loaf of bread must we begin 
to cut?’ ” 

Rav Ashi replied that he did not know. 

Manasseh said, “If you do not know the answer to such a simple 
question, how dare you call me your colleague?” 

Then Rav Ashi said, “Tell me your answer and I shall proclaim 
it in your name in my lecture tomorrow.” 

Manasseh said, “We begin to cut the bread from the part that is 
most browned.” 

So Rav Ashi asked, “If you were so wise in the laws of the 
Torah, why did you worship idols?” 

Manasseh retorted, “Were you living in my generation you would 
have lifted the hem of your garment so that you might run faster 
after the idols to worship them.” 
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of the Lord, Hilkiah, the priest, found 
a scroll of the Torah of the Lord given 
to Moses. 

Then Hilkiah said to Shaphan, the 
scribe: “I have found the scroll of the 
Torah [6] in the House of the Lord/’ 
Then Shaphan carried the scroll to the 
king, and said: "Hilkiah, the priest, has 
given me a scroll." Then Shaphan read 
it before the king. 

And the king commanded Hilkiah, 
the priest, and Shaphan, the scribe: "Go 
inquire of the Lord for me and for all 
Judah concerning the words of this book 
that is found; for great is the anger of 
the Lord against us, because our fathers 
have not hearkened to the words of this 
scroll, to do all in it that is written con¬ 
cerning us." 

So Hilkiah and Shaphan went to 
Huldah, [7] the prophetess, the wife of 
Shallum, the son of Tikvah. And she 


said to them: "Thus says the Lord: 
Tell the man that sent you to me: 
Behold, I will bring evil upon this 
place because they have forsaken Me, 
and have sacrificed to other gods. My 
wrath shall be kindled against this 
place, and it shall not be quenched. 
But to the king of Judah who sent 
you to inquire of the Lord, say to 
him: The Lord, God of Israel, says: 
Because your heart was tender and you 
did humble yourself before the Lord 
when you heard what I spoke against 
this place and its people, that they 
should become an astonishment and a 
curse, and have rent your clothes and 
wept before Me, I have also heard you. 
Therefore, I will gather you to your 
fathers in peace, neither shall your eyes 
see all the evil which I will bring upon 
this place." And they brought back word 
to the king. 


[6] 1 have found the scroll of the torah: Where was the book 
of Law hidden and who hid it? When King Ahaz burned all the 
copies of the Torah, the priests hid one book between the lines of 
bricks in the Temple wall. When the High Priest Hilkiah, by the 
command of King Josiah, began to repair the breaches of the walls 
of the Temple, he found hidden there the Torah of Moses. 


[7] went to huldah: Why did they go to Huldah? Jeremiah was 
also residing in Jerusalem, why did they not go to him? 

Some of our Sages believe that the officials went to Huldah 
because they thought a woman might be more tenderhearted, more 
ready to forgive the people. 
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II KINGS 23:1-3; II CHRONICLES 34:32; 
II CHRONICLES 35 : 20-21 

A COVENANT BEFORE THE LORD 

then the king gathered all the elders 
of Judah and Jerusalem. The king went 
up to the House of the Lord, together 
with all the men of Judah, and all the 
priests and prophets, and all the people 
small and great, and he read in their 
hearing all the words of the scroll of 
the covenant which was found in the 
House of the Lord. 

Then the king stood on a platform, 
and made a covenant before the Lord, 
to follow the Lord and keep His com¬ 
mands, His decrees and His statutes, 
with all his heart, [8] and with all his 
soul, and to confirm the words of the 
covenant that were written in this scroll. 
And all the people accepted the cov¬ 
enant, and did according to the Cove¬ 
nant of the God of their fathers. 

JOSIAH S REFORMS 

then the king commanded the priests 
to bring out of the Temple of the Lord 


11 kings 23:4-5, 10; 225 

all the vessels which were made for the 
Baal and the Asherah, and he burned 
them outside Jerusalem, in the limekilns 
at Kidron. He also did away with those 
idolatrous priests whom the kings of 
Judah had ordained to offer sacrifices to 
the Baal, to the sun, to the moon, and 
to all the host of heaven. He destroyed 
the Topheth which was in the valley 
of Ben-Hinnom, so that no man might 
make his son or daughter pass through 
the fire to Molech. 

THE DEATH OF KING JOSIAH 

after josiah restored the Temple, 
Neco, the king of Egypt, went up 
against the king of Assyria to the river 
Euphrates. King Josiah went up against 
him. Pharaoh-neco sent messengers to 
him saying: “What have I to do with 
you, Judah? I come not against you 
this day, but I come to fight another 
house; and God has commanded me to 
make haste. Cease to provoke God, who 
is with me, so that we do not destroy 


[8] with all his heart: After Josiah had destroyed the last vestige 
of paganism and celebrated the Passover properly, he actually made 
good with his deeds the wrongs which had been committed in his 
youth. Josiah had come to the throne when he was only eight years 
old. Now that he was of age, he reexamined all the decisions that 
had been rendered. “When I judged the people before, did I judge 
them justly?" He then had a proclamation issued to all the people 
requesting those who were dissatisfied with his judgments to return 
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you.” But Josiah refused to turn his face 
away from him. He disguised himself 
and came to fight in the valley of Me- 
giddo. The archers shot at King Josiah, 
and the king said to his servants: “Take 
me away for I am badly wounded.” His 
servants took him out of his chariot and 
made him ride in the second chariot 
that he had. They brought him to Jeru¬ 
salem where he died, and he was buried 
in the sepulcher of his fathers. All Judah 
and Jerusalem mourned for Josiah. And 
Jeremiah lamented after him. And all 
singing men and women mentioned Jo¬ 
siah in their lamentations. And they 
made an ordinance in Israel to recite 
the elegy at a stated time of the year. 

Then the people took Jehoahaz, the 
son of Josiah, and made him king in his 
father’s place. Joahaz was twenty-three 
years old when he began to rule; and 
he reigned three months in Jerusalem. 
Then [Neco], the king of Egypt,., de¬ 
posed him and fined the land a hundred 


talents of silver and a talent of gold. 
The king of Egypt made his brother 
Eliakim king over Judah and Jerusalem, 
and changed his name to Jehoiakim. 
And Neco took Joahaz, his brother, and 
carried him away to Egypt. 

THE REIGN OF JEHOIAKIM 

jehoiakim was twenty-five years old 
when he began to reign. He reigned 
eleven years in Jerusalem, and he did 
evil in the sight of the Lord. In his days 
Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, came 
up, and Jehoiakim became subject to 
him for three years. Then he rebelled 
against him. The Lord sent against him 
bands of Chaldeans, and bands of Mo¬ 
abites, and bands of Ammonites. He sent 
them against Judah to destroy it. Then 
came up Nebuchadnezzar, king of Baby¬ 
lon, and shackled him in chains to carry 
him off to Babylon. But Jehoiakim died 
[9] and his son Jehoiachin became king 
in his stead. 


before him. Many did, Josiah heard their cases a second time and it 
turned out that many were justified in their complaints. To each of 
those Josiah gave a sum of money as recompense so that they might 
forgive him. 

[9] but jehoiakim died: Jehoiakim was a vassal of Egypt for seven 
years. When Nebuchadnezzar defeated the army of Egypt, Jehoiakim 
became a vassal of Babylon. After three years he rebelled and Nebu¬ 
chadnezzar came and besieged Jerusalem. The Great Sanhedrin then 

‘pd nax"i .irrtfs’ Pi? 

t : - t • 

Pi? piiP mini .nvn is? 

•• t s • -I : 


irra t pip*n 

t : : • • •• I :- 


inw Pi? arrnirpa nnram D’npn 

T . - v » • : t “ : • t “ 



II KINGS 24:8-13 


227 


THE EXILE OF JEHOIACHIN 

jehoiachin [10] was eighteen years old 
when he began to reign, and he reigned 
three months in Jerusalem. He did evil 
in the sight of the Lord, as his father 
had done. At that time Nebuchadnezzar, 


king of Babylon, came up against the 
city while his army was besieging it. 
Jehoiachin went out to the king of 
Babylon, he and his mother and his 
servants, his princes and his officers. The 
king of Babylon took him captive. He 
carried out all the treasures of the House 


went to Nebuchadnezzar and asked: “Have you come to destroy 
Jerusalem?” Nebuchadnezzar answered: “No. Jehoiakim rebelled 
against me. Deliver him and I will return to Babylon." 

The Sanhedrin came to Jehoiakim and said: “Nebuchadnezzar 
demands that we deliver you.” 

Jehoiakim answered: “Is it right to buy your own life with some¬ 
one else’s life? with mine? Is it not written: ‘You shall not deliver 
an escaped slave to his master?’ (Deuteronomy 23:16).” 

The Sanhedrin replied that since the time of his ancestor, David, 
when Sheba, son of Bichri, rebelled against the king, the law was 
established that any individual who shall transgress the laws of 
the king and who is specified by name, may be turned over to the 
enemy in order for the individuals involved to save themselves. 

But Jehoiakim refused to submit to the decision of the Sanhedrin 
and the court then put him in irons and delivered him up to 
Nebuchadnezzar. But Jehoiakim was a very delicate man and he 
died immediately. Then Nebuchadnezzar took his corpse and put 
it into a hollow wooden donkey and paraded the donkey through 
the cities of Judah, thus fulfilling Jeremiah’s prophecy (22:19): 
“He shall be buried with the burial of an ass.” 

[10] jehoiachin: Nebuchadnezzar made Jehoiachin, Jehoiakim’s 
son, king over Judah, and then returned to Babylon. There his 
counselors advised him against having done so. Nebuchadnezzar 
then returned to Jerusalem and demanded that the Sanhedrin sur¬ 
render the young king to him or he would destroy the city. The 
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of the Lord, and all the treasures of the 
king’s house. He also cut to pieces all 
the vessels of gold, which Solomon, king 
of Israel, had made in the Temple of 
the Lord. He also carried into exile the 
nobles and all the mighty warriors, [11] 
all the craftsmen and smiths. None was 
left except the poorest of the people of 
the land. He exiled to Babylon Jehoia- 
chin, his mother, his wives, his princes 
and his chief men of the land. 

The king of Babylon made Mattaniah, 
Jehoiachin’s uncle, king in his stead; 
and changed his name to Zedekiah. 

THE DOWNFALL OF JUDAH 

zedekiah was twenty-one years old 
when he began to reign, and he reigned 


eleven years in Jerusalem. He did evil 
in the eyes of the Lord, just as Jehoi- 
akim had done. The anger of the Lord 
continued against Jerusalem and Judah, 
until He had cast them out of His 
presence. 

Zedekiah also did not listen to Jere¬ 
miah, the prophet, who spoke in the 
name of the Lord. He also rebelled 
against King Nebuchadnezzar, who had 
made him swear by God. Zedekiah be¬ 
came obstinate and stubbornly refused 
to turn to the Lord, the God of Israel. 
All the chiefs of the priests and the peo¬ 
ple sinned mightily. They polluted the 
House of the Lord which He had hal¬ 
lowed in Jerusalem. The Lord sent mes¬ 
sengers to them early and late, because 
He had compassion on His people and 


young king agreed to surrender and all the great scholars and skilled 
craftsmen were to go into exile with him. Before they surrendered 
they collected all the keys to the Temple, went to the roof of the 
Sanctuary and threw the keys up toward heaven, saying, “Lord of 
the universe, because You have deemed us unworthy to be trustees 
of Your Sanctuary, here are the keys. Now You keep them.” The 
shape of a fiery hand descended from the heavens and caught the 
keys, a sign that contact between heaven and earth had been severed. 


[ii] all the mighty warriors: It is written that Nebuchadnezzar 
deported all the men of might, the craftsmen, smiths and heroes 
who make war. What kinds of heroes were they? Can men in chains 
make war? Our Sages explained that they were great scholars, lead¬ 
ers and artisans, in truth the real warriors and heroes of the people. 


-ixtfi x^.naoani tthrin ...*? , nn ’-liaj *?d nxi D ,- ifen *?3... nx 

- : . t t v t : --- • t : * t " t v t : • : 


.pxn ny n'jT nVir 

1 V T T - - - 



II CHRONICLES 36:1516; II KINGS 25:1-11, 13-15, 12 


229 


on His dwelling place. But they mocked 
the messengers of God, and despised 
His words, and scoffed at His prophets. 
The wrath of God arose against His 
people till there was no remedy. 

It was in the ninth year of Zedekiah's 
reign, on the tenth day of the tenth 
month, Nebuchadnezzar, king of Baby¬ 
lon, came, he and all his army, against 
Jerusalem and besieged it. The city re¬ 
mained under siege until the eleventh 
year of King Zedekiah. On the ninth 
day of the [fourth] month, when the 
famine was very severe in the city so 
that there was no bread for the people, 
the wall of the city was breached. The 
king and all the men of war [fled] by 
night, by the way of the gate, which was 
by the king’s garden, while the Chal¬ 
deans beleaguered the city. The king 
went in the direction of the Arabah. But 
the army of the Chaldeans pursued the 
king, and overtook him [12] in the 
plains of Jericho, all his army having 
scattered from him. They took the king 


and brought him before the king of 
Babylon at Riblah. They killed the sons 
of Zedekiah before his eyes, and then 
put his eyes out. They bound him in 
fetters, and carried him to Babylon. 

THE DESTRUCTION OF THE TEMPLE 

in the fifth month, on the seventh 
day of the month, which was the nine¬ 
teenth year of King Nebuchadnezzar, 
king of Babylon, came Nebuzaradan, 
the captain of the guards, a servant of 
the king of Babylon, to Jerusalem. He 
burned the House of the Lord, and the 
king’s house and all the houses of Jeru¬ 
salem. The army of the Chaldeans that 
were with the captain of the guards, 
broke down the walls of Jerusalem. The 
people who were left in the city and 
the deserters who had deserted to the 
king of Babylon, and the rest of the 
people, Nebuzaradan exiled. He also 
took away all the vessels of the Temple, 
and carried them away to Babylon. But 


[12] overtook him: According to legend a secret tunnel ran under¬ 
ground from Jerusalem to the vicinity of Jericho. Through it Zede¬ 
kiah escaped the besieged city but the Lord was wroth with him 
for the evil he had done (24:19) and for deserting His people, so 
He sent a stag to run above the tunnel. The Chaldeans saw the stag 
with its fine antlers and gave chase. The stag reached the tunnel’s 
opening just as Zedekiah emerged from it and so the Chaldeans 
leaped upon an even greater prize, the king. 
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II KINGS 25:12, 21-25 


he left the poorest of the land as vine¬ 
dressers and plowmen. 

So Judah was carried away captive 
and exiled out of the land. [13] 


THE DEATH OF GEDALIAH 

over the people who were left Nebu¬ 
chadnezzar appointed Gedaliah, the son 
of Ahikam, the son of Shaphan, gov¬ 
ernor. Now when the captains of the 
forces together with their men heard 


that the king of Babylon had appointed 
Gedaliah governor, they came to Geda¬ 
liah in Mizpah. Thereupon Gedaliah 
swore to them and their men, and said: 
“Fear not the Chaldean warriors. Dwell 
in the land, and serve the king of Baby¬ 
lon, and it will be well with you." 

But it was in the seventh month that 
Ishmael, the son of Nethaniah of the 
royal house, came with ten men and 
killed Gedaliah, the Jews and the Chal¬ 
deans that were with him in Mizpah. 


[13] so judah was exiled out of the land: When the victorious 
Nebuchadnezzar led his captives from Judah to Babylon, the de¬ 
portees of Jeconiah went out to meet the king. They wore white 
garments, joyful attire, but beneath they wore sackcloth as a sign 
of mourning for the destruction of the Temple. They met the newly 
arrived prisoners and asked after their friends and families and were 
told: “Some died by pestilence, some died by the sword, some died 
by famine, some you will find among the captives” (Jeremiah 15:2). 
Then the deportees of Jeconiah raised one hand in salute to Nebu¬ 
chadnezzar and with the other smote their thighs as a sign of 
mourning. 

[13] so judah was exiled out of the land: Rabbi Judah said: 
“See how beloved are little children before God! When the San¬ 
hedrin went into captivity, the Shechinah, God's presence, did not 
accompany them. When the priests went into captivity, God’s pres¬ 
ence did not accompany them either. But when the children were 
taken into captivity, the Presence of God went with them, for it 
says in Lamentations (1:5): ‘Her children are gone into captivity,' 
and immediately thereafter (1:6): ‘From Zion her splendor [that 
is, the Presence of God] is departed.' ” 
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Then all the people, both small and 
great, and the captains of the forces 
arose and went to Egypt, for they were 
afraid of the Chaldeans. 

THE RETURN TO ZION 

those who escaped from the sword 
were carried away to Babylon. They 
were servants to the king of Babylon 
and his sons until the reign of the king¬ 
dom of Persia. In the first year of Cyrus, 
king of Persia, that the word of the 
Lord by the mouth of Jeremiah might 
be accomplished, the Lord stirred up 
the spirit of Cyrus, king of Persia, who 
issued a proclamation throughout all his 


kingdom and put it also in writing, as 
follows: 

“Thus says Cyrus, king of Persia: The 
Lord, the God of heavens, has given me 
all the kingdoms of the earth, and He 
has charged me to build Him a house 
in Jerusalem, which* is in Judah. Who¬ 
soever is among you of all His people, 
the Lord his God be with him, let him 
goup.” 

Then rose up the heads of the families 
of Judah and Benjamin and the priests 
and the Levites, and all those the spirit 
of God had roused, to go to build the 
House of the Lord which is in Jerusa¬ 
lem; they returned to Jerusalem and 
Judah, every one to his city. 


HAZAK, HAZAX, v’NIT-HAZEK 
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PREFACE 


Turn it, turn it again and again, for everything is in it. 

Contemplate it, grow gray and old over it, for there is 
no greater good. 

PIRKE AVOT 5:25 

the bible is a world in itself and the books of the great prophets its 
peaks. In the history of civilizations no voices have spoken more pro¬ 
foundly and passionately of the problems that puzzle men’s minds and 
pain their hearts. In words that scald and solace, stir and soar, the proph¬ 
ets have defended justice, righteousness and mercy against evil, in¬ 
justice and oppression. They call on men and society to reform, to 
create and abide by a moral order, to assume the special responsibilities 
that an ethical life requires; in short, to transcend themselves. If ever 
men were radical, the prophets are radicals, refusing to countenance 
war, the oppression of the poor, selfishness, luxury, hypocrisy, cant, 
and depravity; if ever men were conservative, the prophets are con¬ 
servatives, for they refuse to surrender freedom and individuality, 
restraint and responsibility, mercy and compassion, righteous conduct 
and obedience to law. 

Patriots all, theirs was not a blind patriotism. They spoke not only 
to and for Israel, but to and for all nations. Wherever men and societies 
have calcified into valleys of dry bones, the prophetic vision breathes 
life into them, calling on them to live up to that simple, yet most dif¬ 
ficult injunction of Micah’s: 



What does the Lord require of you, 

But to do justly, to love mercy, 

And to walk humbly with your God. 

In this volume, an abridged version of the prophetic books is ar¬ 
ranged as a continuous text across the tops of pages, with a continuing 
keyed commentary below. The commentary is meant to illuminate 
the text from the vast literature of biblical interpretation, including the 
two Talmudim, the Midrashim, medieval and modern Jewish scholar¬ 
ship, as well as legends and folklore. Text and commentary, each re¬ 
inforcing and interpreting the other, weave three thousand years of 
Jewish wisdom into a single strand. 

Sometimes the order of verses has been rearranged in the text, to 
provide a more continuous flow of narrative or argument; and sections 
of non-prophetic biblical books have been interpolated where they 
help clarify the historical circumstances in which the prophet spoke. 
The translation has tried to avoid both archaism and colloquialism in 
order to maintain the dignity yet convey the clear meaning of the bibli¬ 
cal text. 

A Teacher’s Resource Book is also available to make the complexi¬ 
ties and historical setting of the prophetic texts more accessible. 
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1* ISAIAH [ i i0 ] 


FAITHLESS CHILDREN 

the vision of isaiah the son of Amoz, 
which he saw concerning Judah and 
Jerusalem in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, 


Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Judah. 

Hear, O heavens, and give ear, O 
earth, for the Lord has spoken* “I have 
raised and brought up children, [i] but 


they rebelled against Me. Even an ox 


[i] and brought up children: Rabbi Yehudah and Rabbi Meir dis¬ 
puted about these verses. Yehudah said that if children are loyal and res¬ 
pectful and obedient, then they deserve to be called children. If they are 
not, then they should not be called children. Meir declared that even if 
children are full of fault, rebel and do not conduct themselves as they 
should, they still remain children to their parents. 

When should a man disown his own children? Ever? When should children 
disown their parents? Ever? What constitutes loyalty and love, obedience 
and responsibility ? 
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ISAIAH 1:3, IO-18, 21-23 


knows its owner and a donkey its mas¬ 
ter’s stall; but Israel refuses to know its 
Lord.” 

Hear the word of the Lord, you ru¬ 
lers of Sodom; and give ear to the teach¬ 
ing of our God, you people of Gomor¬ 
rah. Of what value to me is the multitude 
of your sacrifices? [2] I am glutted with 
burnt offerings of rams and the fat of 
fattened beasts, and I do not delight in 
the blood of bullocks or lambs or he- 
goats. When you come to see My face, 
who has asked you to trample My 
courts ? Bring Me no more vain offerings, 
their smoke is an abomination to Me. 
Your new moon, your Sabbath and 
your calling of assemblies—I cannot en¬ 
dure injustice with solemn assemblies. 

My soul hates your celebration of the 
new moon and the festivals; they are a 
burden to Me. When you spread your 
hands [in prayer], I will hide Mine 
eyes from you. Even when you will 


offer many prayers, I will not hear be¬ 
cause your hands are full of blood. Wash 
yourself, make yourself clean, put away 
the evil of your deeds from before Mine 
eyes. Cease to do evil; learn to do good, 
[3] seek justice, succor the oppressed, 
uphold the rights of the orphan and de¬ 
fend the cause of the widow. Then, said 
the Lord, though your sins be as scarlet, 
they shall become white as snow; 
though they be red as crimson, they shall 
become as wool. 

Jerusalem’s moral decay 

HOW has the once faithful city be¬ 
come a harlot! She that was full of jus¬ 
tice, righteousness lodged in her, but 
now murderers. Your silver has become 
dross, your wine mixed with water, 
your rulers are unruly men and com¬ 
panions of thieves. Every one loves 
bribes [4] and runs after gifts. They nei- 


[2] the multitude of your sacrifices : The Lord does not concern Himselj 
with formalities of worship ; He hates hypocrisy and insincerity, but loves 
humility and honesty Justice and mercy. 

[3] learn to do good: Man must not merely eschew evil; he must seek 
out the good and perform acts of righteousness. 


[4] every one loves bribes: Bribery and corruption undermine the city’s 
righteousness. Worship of wealth is idolatry. Both debase man. 
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ISAIAH 1 : 23 - 27 , 2:6-9, 12-20 


3 


ther uphold the rights of the orphan nor 
does the cause of the widow come be¬ 
fore them. 

Therefore, said the Lord, I will take 
vengeance of My foes. I will turn My 
hand against you, and I will purge 
away your dross in the furnace, and 
take away all your alloy. I will restore 
your judges as at first and your counsel¬ 
ors as in the beginning; afterward you 
shall again be called the city of right¬ 
eousness, the faithful city. Zion shall be 
redeemed by justice and her inhabitants 
by righteousness. 

Thou hast forsaken your people, the 
house of Jacob, because they are full of 
diviners from the east and soothsayers 
like the Philistines, and they indulge 
themselves in alien customs. Their land 
is filled with silver and gold and there is 
no end to their treasures; their land is 
also full of horses and there is no end to 
their chariots, [5] so that the land has be¬ 


come full of idols. They worship the 
work of their hands, that which their 
fingers have made. Man has sunk low, 
man has abased himself; and Thou canst 
not forgive them. 

THE LORD’S DAY 

the lord of hosts has a day set against 
all that is arrogant and haughty, and 
all that is lifted up shall be brought low, 
against all the cedars of Lebanon and 
against all the oaks of Bashan; against 
the high mountains and all the towering 
hills, against every high tower and for¬ 
tified wall; against all the ships of Tar- 
shish and all the gallant barks. The lof¬ 
tiness of man shall be brought low and 
the haughtiness of man shall be hum¬ 
bled ; and the Lord alone shall be exalted 
[6] on that day. The idols one and all 
shall utterly pass away. 

On that day man shall cast away to the 


[5] to their chariots : Horses and chariots were the means of war. In wor¬ 
shiping military and material might, man commits idolatry and abases himself. 

[6 ] the lord shall be exalted: Rabbi Shimon, the son ofjecho, asks; 
“When is the Lord’s name exalted?” Only when the evildoer is punished 
by law is the name of the Lord exalted; only when the Lord applies His 
law through justice is His name exalted. 

The Lord and His law are inseparable; to worship is to obey the com¬ 
mandments and to perform deeds of goodness. 
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moles and bats his idols of silver and 
gold which he made for himself to wor¬ 
ship ; and he shall go into the clefts of 
the rocks and into the crevices of the 
crags from the dread presence of the 
Lord, and from the glory of His majesty 
when He arises to shake the earth with 
His might. Stop living in fear of man, 

[7] in whose nostrils is only breath, for 
how little is he to be accounted. 

WARNING TO RULERS 

the lord rises to strive against and 
judge His people. He will bring an in¬ 
dictment against the elders and princes 

[8] of His people: “It is you that have 
eaten up the vineyard; the plunder of 
the poor is in your houses. Why do you 


ISAIAH 2:20-22; 3:13-15, 1-5, 16 

crush My people and grind the faces of 
the poor?” 

Therefore, behold, the Lord of hosts 
will remove from Jerusalem and from 
Judah every prop and stay: the mighty 
man, the man of war, the judge and the 
prophet, the diviner and his elder, the 
captain of fifty and the counselors. 
Children I will give them for princes and 
babes shall rule over them. The people 
shall oppress one another, every man his 
fellow and every man his neighbor. The 
young will behave insolently against the 
aged and the base man against the honor¬ 
able. 

THE HAUGHTY DAUGHTERS OF ZION 

the lord said i Because the daughters 


[7] stop living in fear of man ’ The words that men speak are only wind; 
fear only the word of the Lord which is the law. 

[8 ] the elders and princes : If the princes sinned, our Sages ask, how 
did the elders sin? The Rabbis reply that the Lord brings punishment 
on the elders becouse they did not protest the sins of the princes. Even 
if the elders protested that the princes would have paid them no heed, 
the Lord says : “Was it revealed to them in advance that their protest 
would not affect the princes in power ?” The duty of the elders was to 
protest, in the determined hope that their innocence might sway those 
who exercised power. 

When the poor are plundered and the weak abused, all must protest or 
society and man will become evil and chaotic. 
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of Zion are haughty, they walk with 
outstretched necks and wanton eyes, 
mincing as they go and jingling their 
anklets/, therefore the Lord shall smite 
the daughters of Zion [9] with scabs on 
the crown of the head and will lay bare 
their secret parts. 

On that day the Lord will take away 
the finery of their anklets and tiaras, 
their necklaces, their earrings and their 
bracelets and their veils; the headtires 
and the armlets, the sashes, the corselets 
and the amulets; the rings and the nose- 
jewels; the aprons, the shawls and the 


purses; the gauze robes and the fine 
linen; the turbans and the mantles. And 
it shall come to pass that instead of sweet 
scent there shall be stench; instead of a 
girdle rags and instead of curled hair 
baldness; and instead of a silk sash sack¬ 
cloth and instead of beauty the mark of 
slavery. 

Your men shall fall by the sword and 
your warriors in battle. The gates of 
Zion shall lament and mourn; and Zion 
shall sit despoiled upon the earth. 

THE SONG OF THE VINEYARD [io] 


[9] daughters of zion : Concentration on luxury, display and decoration 
are vanity and arrogance. They turn women’s heads from righteousness and 
morality to superficial and sinful concerns. 


[10] THE SONG OF the vineyard : Isaiah tells the simple story of the 
love of a man for a woman, and her betrayal. But the story is a parable : 
the wife, the vineyard, which is Judah ; the husband, the owner of the 
vineyard, the Lord. Because Judah betrayed Him, the Lord will take 
his protection and support away. Because Judah and Israel have be¬ 
trayed the Lord ; because all He found in them when He looked for 
justice was violence, He will finally abandon them. 

Our Sages note that the song opens cheerfully and joyfully, and ends 
with grief and impending doom in seven short thundering prophecies 
of woe for this disloyal nation. 

The vineyard of Israel shall be left to the savagery and invasion of its ene¬ 
mies, its land shall be ridden by drought and aridity, because violence has 
smitten righteousness and the oppressed are denied justice. 
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isaiah 5:1-8 


Let me sing for my well-beloved 
The song of my well-beloved about 
his vineyard. 

My well-beloved had a vineyard 
On a fertile hill. 

He enclosed it with a hedge, 

And built a fence around it. 

He cleared it of stones, 

Planted it with choicest vines, [i i] 
Built a watchtower in the midst of it 
And also hewed out a vat therein. 
He hoped that it would yield good 
grapes 

But it yielded sour grapes. 

Now, inhabitants of Jerusalem and 
men of Judah, 

Judge, I pray, between me and my 
vineyard. 

What more could I have done to my 
vineyard 

Than I have done for it? 

Why then when I expected it to 
yield good grapes 
Did it yield sour grapes? 


Now let me tell you 
What I will do to my vineyard: 

I will take away its hedge, 

And leave it for the teeth of animals; 
I will take away its fence, 

And it will be trampled down. 

I will not prune it or hoe it, 

And it will be overgrown with 
briers and thorns. 

I will also command the clouds 
That they rain no rain on it. 

Now, the vineyard of the Lord is 
the house of Israel, 

And the men of Judah are His cher¬ 
ished plantation. 

He looked for Justice, but behold- 
violence; 

For righteousness, but behold—a 
cry [of the oppressed]. 


WOE TO THE UNRIGHTEOUS 

woe to those who join house to house 
and add field to field [12] till there is no 



[11] the choicest vines : Rabbi Simeon ben Lakish said : Israel is like 
a vine. Its branches are the aristocracy, its clusters the scholars, its leaves 
the common people, and its brambles those who are devoid of learning. 
Let the clusters pray for the leaves, for were it not for the leaves, the 
clusters could not survive. 


[12] field to field : The prophet was reproving those who foreclosed 
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ISAIAH 5:8, II, 12, 15, l6, l8, 20-23; I 0 :i -3 

room [for the poor] in all the land. 

Woe to those who rise up early in the 
morning to run after strong drink, who 
sit late into the night till wine inflames 
them. They feast and play the guitar, the 
tambourine and the flute, but they heed 
not the work of the Lord and the doings 
of His hands they see not. Man is brought 
low but God, the Holy One, is sanctified 
through righteousness. 

Woe to those who draw iniquity upon 
themselves with slender cords, then they 
pull sin with cart ropes. [13] 

Woe to those who call evil good and 
good evil; who change darkness to 
light and light to darkness; who make 
bitter sweet and sweet bitter. 

Woe to those who are wise in their 


7 

own eyes and shrewd in their own 
sight. 

Woe to those who are heroes in drink¬ 
ing wine and warriors in mixing strong 
drink ; who acquit the guilty for a bribe 
and take away the right of the righteous 
from him. 

Woe to those who decree unrighteous 
decrees and to those who record the de¬ 
cisions of iniquity, who turn aside the 
needy from judgment, and take away 
the rights of the poor of My people so 
that the widow may be their spoil and 
the orphaned their prey. What will you 
do in the day of judgment and in the face 
of the storm which will come from far? 
To whom will you flee for help? And 
where will you hide your wealth ? [14] 


mortgages to take land and houses from those in debt. To these cruel 
creditors the Lord declared : “Do you think you will become heirs to 
the land and not My people? You should know that without farmers 
the land and the houses shall become desolate and the entire country 
will be ruined.” 

Greed and the lust for power in their excesses destroy societies, people and 
land alike. 




[13] sin with cart ropes : Small transgressions attract and lead to greater 
sins. 

[14] hide your wealth : In times of great stress and danger, neither the 
reed of wealth nor of other men can be leaned upon; only reliance on the 
Lord sustains. 
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isaiah 6:1-8 


isaiah’s vision 

in the year that king Uzziah died I saw 
the Lord sitting upon a high and lofty 
throne and His trailing robes filled the 
Temple. Seraphim stood around Him, 
each one had six wings: with two he 
covered his face, with two he covered 
his feet, and with two did he fly. They 
called one to the other: 

Holy, holy, holy, [15] is the Lord 
of the host ; 

The whole earth is full of His glory. 
The threshold under the posts shook at 


the sound of those who called and the 
house was filled with smoke. Then I 
said : “Woe is me! For I am lost because 
I am a man of unclean lips and I dwell 
among people of unclean lips and my eyes 
have seen the King, the Lord of hosts.” 

Then one of the seraphim flew to me 
with a glowing coal [16] in his hand 
which he had taken with tongs from the 
altar; and he touched my mouth.with it 
and said : “This has touched your lips so 
guilt is removed and your sin for¬ 
given.” [17] 

Then I heard the voice of the Lord, 



[15] holy, holy, holy : Holiness lies in living uprightly every day. It is 
more important than religious devotion or prayer, for in righteous life men 
exalt God more than any angelic choir. 



[16] a glowing coal : The Hebrew word for a glowing or live coal is 
ritzpah. Our Sages declare that the term also means to smash, break or 
slap (like ratzetz). When Isaiah told the Lord that he was a man of un¬ 
clean lips and living among people of unclean lips, the Lord grew 
angry and said: “I hate those who slander My children. You may call 
yourself‘a man of unclean lips,’ but how dare you say this of My peo¬ 
ple! I offered My Torah to all seventy nations of the world and none 
was willing to accept it; but when I offered it to Israel, all the people 
cried out in unison (Exodus 19 :8) : ‘All that the Lord has spoken, we 
will do and obey.’When I made My covenant with them, they also 
willingly declared (Exodus 24:7): ‘All that the Lord has spoken we 
will do and obey.’ And you call them a people of unclean hps ?” Then 
the Lord commanded an angel to slap Isaiah’s mouth. 


[ 17] your sin forgiven : How do confession and repentance remove guilt 
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saying, “Whom shall I send? 18] Who 
will go for us?” I answered: “Here am 
I; send me.” 

Thei) He said: “Go and say to this 
people: Indeed you hear but you do not 
understand. You see but you do not 
have insight. The heart of the people is 
fat, [19] their ears are heavy and their 
eyes are turned away lest they, seeing 
with their eyes and hearing with their 
ears, and understanding with their heart, 
repent and be healed.” 


Then I said: “Lord, how long?” And 
He answered: “Until cities lie waste 
without inhabitants and houses without 
men, the land left desolate, and the Lord 
has exiled men far away and the forsaken 
places be many in the land. Even if a 
tenth remain in it, it shall be burned up 
again. 

But as a terebinth and an oak 
when they cast their leaves yet their 
trunk remains so shall the holy seed be 
the stock which will be the remnant. [20] 


and forgive sin? The burning coal of the Lord burns away the dross of loose 
speech, leaving mouth and spirit purified. 

[18] whom shall i send? After Isaiah was punished for slandering 
Israel, he heard the voice of God asking who would go to preach to 
Israel. Quickly, Isaiah said that he would go, but the Lord cautioned : 
“Beware ! Consider ! I sent Moses to this people and they vexed and 
troubled him ; and he was afraid they might stone him (Exodus 17:4). 
I sent them the prophet Amos amd they mocked him by calling him 
‘the stammerer.’ This rebellious people will insult, despise and persecute 
you. Before you accept, know and consider the fate of the prophet’s 
mission.” Isaiah answered: “I accept.” Then the Lord declared: “Be¬ 
cause you love justice and righteousness so much that you are willing 
to suffer for it, I anoint you My prophet.” 

[19] the people is fat : Prosperity and comfort had made the people callous, 
without feeling or compassion. 

[20] the remnant : Men will not see their own soulless splendor or heartless 
oppression until they have brought destruction down upon themselves and 
thus opened their eyes and hearts. Only then shall a remnant be saved. 


.’in 1 ?© ’un nasi ni 1 ? ■sV* ’ai n“?©s ’a ns 

• •• t : •: • “ t t Iv • - : v 




2 * ISAIAH [7-30] II KINGS [l6] II CHRONICLES [28] 


WAR AGAINST JUDAH 

in the days of ahaz, king of Judah, Re- 
zin, king of Aram and Pekah, king of 
Israel, went up to Jerusalem to make war 
against it. When the house of David was 
told: “Aram is allied with Israel,” his 
heart and the hearts of his people shook 
as the trees of the forest shake before a 
wind. 

Then the Lord said to Isaiah: “Go out 


with your son Shear-jashub [i] to the end 
of the aqueduct of the upper pool on the 
laundrymen’s field and say to Ahaz: 
Keep calm and be quiet; fear not, neither 
let your heart be faint because of these 
two smoking stumps of firebrands, the 
fierce anger of Rezin, king of Aram and 
Pekah, king of Israel. They plotted mis¬ 
chief against you, saying: Let us march 
against Judah, throw it into a panic, 
break in and seize it, then set up as a king 
the son of Tabeel.” [2] Thus said the 


[1] shear-jashub: The name means “a remnant shall return.” 

[2] tabeel: Our Sages say that they examined all Scripture and could 
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ISAIAH 7:7, 9; 10-14, 16, 18, 19, 23 

Lord: “It shall not come to pass. If you 
do not have faith, you will surely not 
succeed. ” [3] 

The Lord spoke again [to Isaiah], say¬ 
ing: [“Speak again to Ahaz, saying:] 
‘Ask a sign of the Lord your God, ask it 
either from the depth of the underworld 
or from the high heavens.”’ But Ahaz 
said: “I will not ask, neither will I test 
the Lord.” [4] Isaiah said: “Hear now, 
house of David, is it not enough for you 
to weary men that you must weary my 
God ? Therefore, the Lord Himself shall 
give you an omen. Behold, a young wom¬ 
an shall conceive and bear a son, and 
shall call him Immanuel. [5] Before the 


11 

child shall discern between good and 
evil, the land of the two kings of whom 
you are in terror will be forsaken. But 
the Lord will bring upon you and upon 
your people and your father’s house such 
days as have never been since Ephraim 
broke away from Judah. He will bring 
against you the king of Assyria.” 

It shall come to pass on that day that 
the Lord shall hiss for the fly that is in 
the uttermost part of the rivers of Egypt, 
and for the bee that is in the land of As¬ 
syria. They shall come and swarm, all of 
them, in the steep ravines and in the 
clefts of the crags, upon all the thorns 
and upon all the brambles. And it shall 


find no place called Tabeel. Truly, they believed, the name is made of 
two words— tov el —meaning good to people. The kings of Samaria and 
Aram sent to the people of Jerusalem, saying: “We came to abolish the 
word of the Lord and to teach ways of idolatry. Now you are under the 
yoke of the Torah which gives you laws and restricts your life. We will 
establish paganism, which abolishes all restrictions on the people, so 
that you may indulge to your heart’s desire. 

[3] surely not succeed : Why doesn't the Lord declare: “Ifyou have faith, 
you will surely succeed ”? 



[4] test the lord : So obstinate is Ahaz in his unbelief that he refuses to 
give credence to the divine origin of Isaiah's prophecy. 


[5] immanuel: In Hebrew, composed of immanu which means “with us,” 
and el which means “God”; God is with us. 
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ISAIAH 7:23, 25 ; 9 :12-20 ‘,5:42 


come to pass on that day that every place 
where there were a thousand vines worth 
a thousand silver shekels shall be all 
thorns and thistles. All the [slopes of the] 
hills that were hoed you shall not be able 
to go there for fear of briers and thorns. 
They shall become a place for sending 
oxen and where sheep may trample. [6] 

samaria’s doom foretold 

yet the people turned not to Him who 
punished them, nor did they seek the 
Lord of hosts; so the Lord has cut off 
from Israel head and tail, palm-branch 
and reed, in a single day. The elders and 
the men of rank are the head, and the 
prophet who teaches lies is the tail. The 
leaders of the people became misleaders 
and those who were led by them were 
destroyed. Therefore the Lord will not 


spare their young men, for every one of 
them is godless and an evildoer and every 
mouth speaks wantonness. [7] For all this 
His anger has not turned away and His 
hand is still outstretched to punish them. 

Because wickedness burned like fire, it 
devoured briers and thorns, then kindled 
the thickets of the forest and they rolled 
up in columns of smoke. The people 
were food for the fire. They carved on 
the right hand but were hungry still; 
they devoured on the left hand but were 
not satisfied. Each one devoured his 
neighbor’s flesh, Manasseh Ephraim, and 
Ephraim Manasseh, while together they 
fell upon Judah. For all this His anger has 
not turned away and His hand is still 
stretched out [8] to punish them. 

They have rejected the law of the Lord 
of hosts, and have spurned the word of 
the Holy One of Israel. Therefore, the 



[6] where sheep may trample: Assyria (thebee) and Egypt (the fiy) will 
come down from the north and south and devastate Judah between them. 



[7] every mouth speaks wantonness : Our Sages emphasized that speak¬ 
ing obscenely or lewdly was punished severely, not by law but by 
decree of heaven. Rabbi Hannan said: “All know for what purpose the 
bride enters the bridal chamber, but he who speaks obscenely of it is 
severely punished.” 


[8] his hand is still stretched out : Because the people have not turned 
away from their transgressions, the Lord’s anger shall not be turned away. 
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anger of the Lord blazed against the peo¬ 
ple and He stretched forth His hand 
against them, that the mountains quaked 
and corpses were like refuse in the midst 
of the street. In spite of all this, His anger 
is not turned away and His hand is still 
stretched out to punish them. 

THE INSCRIBED TABLET 

the lord said to me : “Take a great tab¬ 
let and write upon it in ordinary script: 
‘Speeding is the spoil; hastening is the 
prey. Maher-shalal-hash-baz .’ And have 
it attested by two reliable witnesses, 


Uriah the priest and Zechariah the son of 
Jeberechiah.” 

Then my wife conceived and gave 
birth to a son. The Lord said to me: 
“Call him ‘Speeding is the spoil; hasten¬ 
ing is the prey— Maher-shalal-hash-baz.’ 
For before the child shall know how to 
say ‘My father’ and ‘My mother,’ the 
wealth of Damascus and the spoil of Sa¬ 
maria shall be carried away before the 
king of Assyria.” 

The Lord spoke to me again, saying: 
“Because this people has rejected the wa¬ 
ters of Shiloah [9] that flow softly, there¬ 
fore the Lord will bring upon them the 


[9] the waters of shiloah : Rabbi Joshua asked: “How could Senna¬ 
cherib claim to have God’s command to destroy Jerusalem when he 
said (Isaiah 36:10): ‘Did I come up without the permission of the Lord 
against this land to destroy it?’” Sennacherib took Isaiah’s prophecy, 
“Because this people has rejected the waters of Shiloah, that flow softly, 
therefore the Lord will bring upon them the waters of the Euphrates, 
mighty and many, the king of Assyria and all his host,” to be the 
Lord’s sanction to invade Judah. 

But the prophet was speaking to the people of Judah who, discon¬ 
tented with the house of David, which ruled gently, like the waters of 
Shiloah, wanted a stronger ruler. Then the Lord said: “Because you 
want a strong ruler I shall satisfy your foolish longing by bringing the 
king of Assyria down upon you. Then you shall have a taste of a truly 
strong and ruthless tyrant.” Why, then, was Sennacherib punished? 
Because he took the prophet’s words, which referred to the Kingdom 
of Ephraim, as his sanction to destroy Jerusalem. 
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waters of the Euphrates, mighty and 
many, the king of Assyria and all his 
host. And he shall fill all the channels and 
overflow his banks. He shall sweep 
through Judah, overflowing as he passes 
through. He shall reach up to the neck, 
and the stretching of his wings shall fill 
the breadth of your land, O Immanuel.” 

Woe to the crown of pride of the 
drunkards of Ephraim and the fading 
flower of his glorious beauty which rests 
on the heads of those overcome with 
wine. The Lord has a foe who is mighty 
and strong, as a storm of hail, a tempest 
of destruction, like a storm of mighty 
overwhelming water that beats down on 
the earth with violence. The proud 
crown of the drunkards of Ephraim will 
be trampled under foot. The fading flow¬ 
er of his glorious beauty which rests on 
the head of the fertile valley will be like 
the first ripe fig before the summer, 
which as soon as a man sees it he swal¬ 
lows it while it is still in his hand. But on 
that day the Lord of hosts shall be a beau¬ 
tiful crown and a diadem of beauty to 
the remnant of His people. 


isaiah 8:7, 8; 28:1-5; 5:26-29; 17:1-4 

THE FATE OF SAMARIA AND DAMASCUS 

he will raise an ensign to a nation from 
afar: He will whistle for them from the 
end of earth, and they will come swiftly 
and speedily. None shall be weary nor 
stumble among them; none shall sleep 
or slumber. No loin-girdle shall be 
loosed nor sandal-thong snapped. His ar¬ 
rows are sharp, his bows all bent; their 
horses’ hoofs are like flint, his wheels like 
a whirlwind. His roar is like that of a 
lioness. Like young lions will he growl 
and roar. He will seize his prey and will 
carry it off, none to rescue. 

Behold, Damascus will cease to be a 
city and will become a heap of ruins; the 
cities of Aroer shall be forsaken and giv¬ 
en over to flocks which shall he down 
there and none to make them afraid. 
The fortresses of Ephraim shall be des¬ 
troyed and the kingdom of Damascus 
and the remnant of Aram [10] will per¬ 
ish like the glory of the children of Is¬ 
rael, says the Lord of hosts. 

It shall come to pass on that day that 
the glory of Jacob shall be humbled and 


[10] the remnant of aram: The young lions of Assyria will not only 
seize Judah as their prey but also the surrounding nations who are arrayed 
against them. 
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ISAIAH 17:4-6, 9, IO; II KINGS 16:7-9 

the fat of his flesh grow lean. It shall be 
as a reaper harvests, collects the reaped 
corn and cuts down the ears left [so that 
hardly a;iy are left] standing; so you will 
be as when one gleans ears in the valley 
of Rephaim. Or [you will become] as 
an olive tree shaken so that two or three 
berries are left on the uppermost bran¬ 
ches, four or five on all the boughs, says 
the Lord, the God of Israel. 

In that day shall your fortified cities 
be deserted like the deserted cities of the 
Amorites and Hivites which they desert¬ 
ed before the children of Israel. It shall 
be a desolation, because you have forgot- 
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ten the God of your salvation and you 
have not heeded the Rock of your ref¬ 
uge. 

Then Ahaz, [n] king of Judah, sent 
messengers to Tiglath-Pileser, king of 
Assyria, saying: “I am your servant and 
your son; come save me from the hand 
of the king of Aram and from the hand 
of the king of Israel who rise up against 
me.” And Ahaz took the silver and gold 
that was found in the house of the Lord 
and in the treasures of the king’s house 
and sent it as tribute to the king of As¬ 
syria. 

The king of Assyria listened to him 


-3 [ 11] ahaz: In Hebrew, Ahaz means to seize, clutch, get hold of. After his 

treaty with Assyria, Ahaz wanted the people of Israel to forget the Torah 
and its commands for justice and righteousness to follow in the way of 
the Assyrians. Ahaz knew that if he issued such a decree, the people 
would not only disobey but revolt, so he seized all the schools and acad¬ 
emics and forbade teaching and learning Torah. If there were no chil¬ 
dren to study, he thought, there would be no students in the academies 
and no Sages; if there were no Sages, there would be no prophets and 
then no Divine Presence in Israel; and thus would the Israelites become 
like the Assyrians. 

Isaiah thwarted his scheme by gathering around him a group of dis¬ 
ciples to whom he taught Torah. They kept the knowledge and 
teaching of the Law alive until Ahaz died. 

Ahaz’s assimilationism was not the first time such a policy was adopted by 
a ruler, nor the first time it failed. Why do the schools and education become 
the first and usually most important focus of such efforts? 
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ii kings 16:9; ii chronicles 28:23; isaiah 29:11, 12; 8:16-18; 10:20, 21, 23 


and went up against Damascus and cap¬ 
tured it, and carried its inhabitants away 
captive to Kir, and slew Rezin. 

And in the time of his distress this 
king Ahaz acted still more treacherously 
against the Lord, for he sacrificed to the 
gods of Assyria who were victorious over 
him, and he said: “Because the gods of 
the kings of Assyria helped them, there¬ 
fore will I sacrifice [12] to them that 
they may help me.” 

A CLOSED BOOK 

all the prophecies are to you as the 
words of a letter that is sealed [13] and 
which is delivered to one who is learned, 
saying: “Pray, read this.” He will an¬ 
swer: “I cannot read.” 

[Thus said the Lord:] “Bind the testi¬ 
mony, seal the teaching among My dis¬ 
ciples.” And I will wait for the Lord 


that hides His face from the house of Ja¬ 
cob and I will look for Him. Here I am, 
and the children whom the Lord has giv¬ 
en to me for signs and portents in Israel, 
from the Lord of hosts who dwells in 
Mount Zion. 

a remnant shall remain 

it shall come to pass on that day that 
the remnant of Israel and the survivors 
of the house of Ta^oo shall lean no more 
for support on the enemy that smote 
them but shall rely on the Holy One of 
Israel. 

A remnant shall return to God the 
Mighty. Destruction is decided upon, an 
act of destruction complete and decisive. 
The Lord God of hosts is about to exe¬ 
cute it in the midst of all the earth. But 
a remnant of Israel shall be saved be¬ 
cause the force of righteousness is over¬ 
whelming. 



[12] therefore will i sacrifice: Not only does Ahaz seek to sacrifice 
Israel’s God and faith to Assyria, but its freedom and independence as 
well. How does one necessarily follow the other? 



[13] A letter that is sealed : Every prophet has his own peculiar speech 
through which he communicates his vision. Its real meaning is often 
given in figurative and oratorical language, in allegory and parable. 
Often ordinary readers cannot comprehend such a language, and 
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It shall come to pass on that day that 
the Lord shall raise His hand the second 
time to redeem the remnant of His peo¬ 
ple that shall remain from Assyria and 
from Egypt, from Pathros and from 
Cush, from Elam and from Shinar, from 
Hamath and the islands of the sea. He 
will raise an ensign for all the nations and 
will assemble the dispersed of Israel and 
gather together the scattered of Judah 
from the four corners of the earth. Then 
all envy against Ephraim will cease and 
the adversaries of Judah shall be cut off. 
Ephraim will not envy Judah and Judah 
shall not be hostile to Ephraim. There 
shall be a highway [from Assyria] for the 
remnant of His people that shall remain 
in Assyria, as there was for Israel on that 
day when it came up out of the land of 

Egypt- 

THE GREAT REDEMPTION 

go, my people, enter your chambers and 
shut the door behind you. Hide yourself 
for a little while until the wrath shall pass 
by. For, behold, the Lord is coming out 
of His place to punish the inhabitants of 
the earth for their sins, The earth shall 


uncover the blood shed [in her] and shall 
no longer cover the slain. 

Now go and write it for them on a 
tablet and inscribe it in a book that it may 
be for the time to come, for ever and 
ever. For it is a rebellious people, lying 
children who refuse to hear the teaching 
of the Lord, that say to the seers: “See 
not,” and to the prophets, “Prophesy not 
unto us righteous things. Speak to us of 
smooth things; prophesy delusions. Get 
out of the way, turn aside out of the 
path, and do not trouble us with the 
Holy One of Israel.” Therefore, said the 
Lord, because you despised My word 
and have trusted in oppression and 
crookedness, and relied upon them, 
therefore this iniquity shall be to you as 
a breach in a high wall descending and 
widening. The crash comes suddenly. It 
breaks like a potter’s vessel is broken in 
pieces so small that there cannot be found 
among them a shard to take fire from 
the hearth or to scoop water from the 
cistern. 

It shall come to pass on that day that 
the Lord will punish the host of high 
heaven above and the kings of the earth 
below. They shall be gathered as pris- 


Isaiah therefore complains: “The vision of all has become to you like 
the words of a letter that is sealed.” 
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oners are gathered in a dungeon. They 
will be shut up in prison for many days 
and they will be punished. Then the 
moon will be confounded, and the sun 
ashamed; for the Lord of hosts will reign 
on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, and 
before the Elders shall be revealed His 
glory. 

DIALOGUE IN THE TEMPLE COURT 

[the prophet :] And these also reel with 
wine [14] and stagger with strong drink. 
They reel amid their visions and totter 


Isaiah 24:22, 23 ; 28:7, 9-12 

while giving judgment. All the tables 
are filthy with vomit and no place is 
clean. 

[The elders:] To whom does he im¬ 
part knowledge? To babes just weaned 
from milk? To those who have just been 
taken away from the breast ? For it is rule 
by rule, rule by rule, line by line, line by 
line, a little here, a little there. 

[The prophet replies:] Yes, with stam¬ 
mering Ups and an alien tongue shall it be 
spoken to this people, to whom it was 
said: This is the rest you shall give to the 
weary [of war] and this is the refreshing 


[14] reel with wine: A good, pious man had a drunkard for a father. 
Often when the father was drunk, he fell in the street and was abused 
by the street urchins. They plucked his beard, called him names, pelted 
him with stones. When the son saw his father so disgraced and abused, 
he said: “Father, stay at home and I shall bring you all the best wines 
and brandies.” The father agreed and the son kept his promise. 

One rainy day the son was walking in the street and saw a drunkard 
rolling in the street. The fdthy water of the streets had soaked him and 
jeering boys taunted and beat him. Each time they struck him with a 
stick or stone he grunted like an animal. The son thought it a good op¬ 
portunity to show his father how drunkenness humiliated men, and 
went home and brought his father back to see what was happening. 
The father looked at the drunkard lying in the gutter, then bent down 
and whispered in his ear: “Eh, brother, tell me, where did you get such 
good whisky?” 

Judaism has always blessed the fruit of the vine as a comfort to man’s spirit, 
to be enjoyed, but not to be indulged in to excess and so abused. 



ISAIAH 28 : 12 - 18 , 20 , 22 ; 29:13, 14 

rest. But you would not listen. So the 
word of the Lord will be to them rule by 
rule, rule by rule, line by line, line by 
bne, a little here, a little there. They will 
be like one who walks backward; they 
shall fall, be broken, snared and cap¬ 
tured. 

Hear the word of the Lord, the scof¬ 
fers, rulers of this people in Jerusalem. 
You said: “We have made a covenant 
with death [15] and with Sheol we have 
made an agreement, that when the scour¬ 
ing scourge shall pass through, it shall 
not reach us. For we have made lies our 
refuge and we have concealed ourselves 
under falsehood. Therefore said the Lord 
God: I will make justice the line and 
righteousness the plummet; [16] and hail 
shall shatter the refuge of lies and the 
waters shall flood the hiding place. Your 
covenant with death shall be annulled, 
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your agreement with Sheol shall not 
stand. When the overwhelming scourge 
shall pass through, you will be trodden 
down by it. For the bed is too short for 
a man to stretch himself and the covering 
too narrow when he gathers himself up. 
Therefore scoff no more lest your hands 
be drawn tighter, for I have heard from 
the Lord God of hosts a sentence of 
doom, utter and decisive against the 
whole land. 

Because the people draw near Me and 
honor Me with their mouths and with 
their lips, but their heart is far away from 
Me. Their reverence for Me is a tradition 
of men learned by rote; [17] therefore 
I will deal with this people in a marvel¬ 
lous way and a wonder: The wisdom of 
their wise men shall perish and the intel¬ 
ligence of their understanding men shall 
vanish. 


[15] covenant with death: Those who live lives of falsehood are con¬ 
demned to living death. Because their lives are lies they have sealed a cove¬ 
nant with death. 

<+$ l 16] righteousness the plummet: The Law shall show the straightness 
of truth, the crookedness of falsehood. 

[ 17] learned by rote: Reverence for God is not acquired by rote but per¬ 
sonally, with joy and travail, each and every day. 
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1+ ISAIAH [ 14 - 37 ] 


THE FALL OF A TYRANT 

how hushed is the tyrant! How still is 
the terror! The Lord has broken the staff 
of the wicked, the scepter of the rulers 
who smote the peoples in wrath with in¬ 
cessant strokes, that ruled the nations in 
anger with a persecution that none re¬ 
strained. [i] The whole earth is at rest and 
is quiet. All the people of the earth break 
forth into song. The cypresses rejoice at 


your fate and the cedars of Lebanon 
[say]: “Since you were laid low, no 
woodsman comes to fell us.” 

Sheol was in turmoil to meet you at 
your coming; the shades were roused for 
you, all the chief ones of the earth, all the 
kings of nations, were raised up from 
their thrones. All of them cried out and 
said to you: “So you too have become 
weak as we are? Your pomp has been 
brought down to the grave, and the din 


[i] a persecution that none restrained: Tyranny, persecution, the 
rule of rage and terror shall forever cease. 
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ISAIAH 14:11-20; 21:4-7, 9; 15: 1 , 3 

of your harps. Beneath you maggots are 
spread and the worms cover you.” 

How you did fall from heaven, O shin¬ 
ing star of the dawn! How you were 
cut down to the ground, you that cast 
lots over the nations! You said in your 
heart: “I will ascend unto heaven; I will 
exalt my throne above the stars of God; 
and I will sit on the mount of God in the 
uttermost part of the north. I will ascend 
above the heights of the clouds and will 
be like the Most High.” [2] But you were 
brought down to the netherworld, to 
the bottom of the pit. Those who see 
you will gaze at you, look at you close¬ 
ly, and say: “Is this the man [3] that 
made the earth tremble, that did shake 
kingdoms, that made the world a wil¬ 
derness, destroying its cities, that never 
opened the doors of his prisons?” 

All the kings of the nations, all of 
them, sleep in glory, every one in his 
own house. But you are flung out of 
your sepulcher like an abhorred offshoot, 
in the garments in which you were 
slain, thrust through with the sword. 
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You shall not be joined with them [the 
kings] in burial because you have des¬ 
troyed your land and slain your peo¬ 
ple. The descendants of the evildoers 
shall never be renowned. 

My heart is bewildered, terror has 
overwhelmed me; the night of my plea¬ 
sure He has turned into trembling. They 
prepared a table, lit the lamps, ate and 
drank, [when suddenly the outcry]: 
“Rise up,princes, and anoint the shields!” 
The watchman that was set was told: 
“What you see, call out.” He saw a 
troop of horsemen in pairs, a troop of 
donkeys, a troop of camels, and he obey¬ 
ed diligently. He called: “There comes 
a troop of men, horsemen in pairs.” 
Then he cried out: “Fallen, fallen is 
Babylon; and all the images of her gods 
are shattered to the ground.” 

MOAB AND TYRE 

in A night Ar-Moab was laid waste; in 
a night Kir-Moab was brought to ruin. 
In their streets they have girded on sack- 


[2] like the most high : Man is exalted but not deified. Overreaching can 
only bring man disaster, for despite his grandeur he is frail and fallible. 

<•§ [3] is this the man : The tyrant is also a man and only a man; he can be 
brought down from the highest to the lowest estate in a night. 
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ISAIAH 15:3, 5 , 8; 23:1, 4, 7-9, 15, 17, 18; 20:1-4, 6; 29:15 


cloth; on their housetops and in their 
squares everyone wails and weeps pro¬ 
fusely. My heart cries out for Moab; her 
fugitives reach to Zoar. Her cry of dis¬ 
tress has gone round the borders of Mo¬ 
ab and her howl reaches Eglaim, even 
as far as Beer-elim. 

Howl, you ships of Tarshish, for your 
harbor is laid waste. On their way, in 
the land of Kittim, it was revealed to 
them. You are confounded. O Zidon; 
for the sea, the stronghold of the sea, has 
spoken: “I am as if I have not travailed, 
nor given birth to children, nor brought 
up maidens. When the report reaches 
Egypt, they shall writhe in pain at the 
news of Tyre. Is this the joyous city 
whose feet from ancient times carried her 
so far to sojourn? Who has devised this 
against Tyre, the crowning city, whose 
merchants were princes and whose trad¬ 
ers the honored of the earth? The Lord 
of hosts devised it to abase the haughti¬ 
ness of all glory, to bring into contempt 
all [those] honored of the earth. 

And it shall come to pass in that day 
that Tyre shall be forgotten seventy 
years. At the end of seventy years, the 
Lord will remember Tyre and she will 
return to her strength and shall have 
commerce with all the kingdoms upon 
the face of the earth. But her gain from 


her commerce shall be dedicated to the 
Lord. It shall not be stored up nor hoard¬ 
ed, but will be given over to those who 
dwell in the presence of the Lord, for 
them to eat their fill and for stately 
clothing. 

NAKED AND BAREFOOT 

in the year that Tartan came to Ashdod, 
when Sargon the king of Assyria sent 
him, and he fought against Ashdod and 
took it, the Lord spoke to Isaiah, saying: 
“Go and untie the sackcloth from your 
loins and put off the sandals from your 
feet.” And he did so, walking naked and 
barefoot. Then the Lord said: “My ser¬ 
vant Isaiah has walked naked and bare¬ 
foot for three years as a sign and symbol 
upon Egypt and Ethiopia, that the king of 
Assyria shall lead the captives of Egypt 
and the exiles of Ethiopia, young and 
old, naked and barefoot to the shame of 
Egypt.” And the inhabitants of this land 
shall say on that day: “Behold, this is the 
fate of those on whom we set our hope 
and to whom we fled for help to save us 
from the king of Assyria; how can we 
escape?” 

Woe to them who bury their plans 
deeply from the Lord, and their work is 
done in the dark, and they say: “Who 
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sees us? Who knows us?” [4] Woe to 
the rebellious children, says the Lord, 
who take counsel but not of Me; and 
that make alliances, but not according 
to My wish. They go down to Egypt 
without asking My counsel, to take ref¬ 
uge in the stronghold of Pharaoh, and 
to take shelter in the shadow of Egypt! 
Therefore shall the stronghold of Pha¬ 
raoh turn to shame and the shelter in the 
shadow of Egypt to confusion. His prin¬ 
ces are at Zoan and his ambassadors have 
come to Hanes. But they shall all be 
ashamed of a people that cannot benefit 
them, that bring no help, but are a shame 
and a disgrace. 

Woe to those who go down to Egypt 
for help, and rely on horses and trust in 
chariots, because they are many, and in 
horsemen, because they are very mighty; 
but they look not to the Holy One of 
Israel, neither seek the Lord. Yet Egyp¬ 
tians are [mere] men and not God; and 
their horses flesh and not spirit, [5] so 
when the Lord shall stretch out His hand, 
both he who helps will stumble and he 


who is helped will fall, and they shall 
perish together. 

THE INVASION OF SENNACHERIB 

NOW, IN THE FOURTEENTH YEAR of King 
Hezekiah, Sennacherib, king of Assyria, 
came up against the fortified cities of Ju¬ 
dah and captured them. Then Hezekiah 
sent to the king of Assyria at Lachish, 
saying: “I have sinned. Withdraw from 
me and whatever you put on me, I will 
bear.” The king of Assyria made Heze¬ 
kiah pay three hundred talents of silver 
and thirty talents of gold. 

Afterward the king of Assyria sent 
Tartan and Rab-saris and Rab-shakeh 
from Lachish to King Hezekiah with a 
great army to Jerusalem. They came and 
took up their position at the channel of 
the upper pool and they called out for 
the king. There came out to them Elia- 
kim, who was the steward of the palace, 
Shebnah, the scribe, and Joah, the re¬ 
corder. 

Then Rab-shakeh said to them: “Say 



[4] who knows us: Conspiracy of any kind — personal, religious, political — 
is to be abhorred; but the most dangerous conspiracy of all is between nations. 


[5] flesh and not spirit: Flesh must rely on spirit; reliance on military 
and material might must inevitably fail. 
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ISAIAH 36:4-14, l8, 19, l6 


you now to Hezekiah: Thus says the 
great king, the king of Assyria: What 
confidence is this in which you trust ? Do 
you think that a mere word of the lips is 
counsel and strength for war? Now in 
whom do you trust, that you have re¬ 
belled against Me? You have put your 
trust in Egypt, in the staff of this bruised 
reed, on which if a man leans, it will run 
into his hand and pierce it. But if you 
say to me, We trust in the Lord our God; 
is it not the Lord whose altars Hezekiah 
has taken away, and said to Judah: Wor¬ 
ship at this altar in Jerusalem? Have I 
marched against this place to destroy it 
without God’s sanction? For God said 
to me, Go up against this land and de¬ 
stroy it. So, make a wager with my mas¬ 
ter, the king of Assyria. I will give you 
two thousand horses if you have the 
riders to set upon them. So you can then 


repulse the attack of the least of my mas¬ 
ter’s servants.” 

Then Eliakim, Shebnah, [6] and Joah 
said to Rab-shakeh: “Speak to us in Ara¬ 
maic, for we understand it, but do not 
speak to us in Judean with the people 
listening on the wall.” 

Rab-shakeh answered them: “Did my 
master send me with this message to your 
master or to you? It was rather to the 
men who are sitting on the wall and die 
of hunger.” Then he stood and cried 
with a loud voice in Judean, saying: 
“Here the words of the great king, the 
king of Assyria: Thus says the king: Do 
not let Hezekiah deceive you, for he will 
not be able to deliver you. Have any of 
the gods of the nations delivered his land 
from the hand of the king of Assyria? 
Was Samaria delivered out of my hand? 
Make peace with me and surrender to 


[6] shebnah : Shebnah was an important nobleman and great scholar in 
Jerusalem. When Sennacherib besieged the city, Shebnah shot an arrow 
into the Assyrian camp with a note attached which read: “Shebnah and 
his followers are willing to conclude peace. Hezekiah and his followers 
are not.” When he heard this, Hezekiah was afraid and said: “Perhaps 
the mind of the Holy One, blessed be He, is with the majority and since 
they would surrender we must do likewise.” Whereupon Isaiah 
came to him and reassured him: “Shebnah’s is a conspiracy of the 
wicked, and as such cannot be counted upon in making a just decision.” 

The decision of the majority is frequently neither ethical nor courageous. 
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me. Then each man can eat from his own 
vine and from his own fig tree, and 
drink water from his own cistern, [7] un¬ 
til I come and take you away to a land 
like your own, that you may live and 
not die.” 

The people were silent and answered 
not a word, for the king commanded: 
“Do not answer him.” 

THE PROPHET’S REASSURANCE 

then king hezekiah rent his clothes and 
covered himself with sackcloth, and sent 
Eliakim and Shebnah, and the elders of 
the priests covered with sackcloth, to the 
prophet Isaiah, the son of Amoz. They 
said to him: “Thus said Hezekiah: ‘This 
is a day of trouble, rebuke, and disgrace. 
It may be that the Lord your God will 
hear the words of Rab-shakeh whose 
master, the king of Assyria, has sent him 
to insult the living God, and will rebuke 
the words which the Lord your God has 
heard.’” 

Isaiah said to them: “Thus shall you 
say to your master: Thus said the Lord: 
Do not be afraid of the words of the ser¬ 


vants of the king of Assyria who have 
blasphemed Me. He shall not enter the 
city, nor shoot an arrow there; neither 
shall he come before it with a shield, nor 
cast a mound against it. For I will defend 
and save the city for My own sake and 
for the sake of My servant David.” 

ASSYRIA ON THE MARCH 

He has come to Ai, 

He has passed through Migron; 

At Michmas he left his baggage; 

He has crossed the pass; 

In Geba he has taken up his lodging; 

Rama has trembled; 

Gibeath-Shaul has fled. 

Cry out with a shrill voice, O daugh¬ 
ter of Gallim! 

Hearken, O Laish, O you poor Ana- 
thoth! 

Madmenah is in mad flight; 

The inhabitants of Gebim fled to 
cover. 

This very day he will halt at Nob, 

Shaking his fist at the Mount of 
Zion, 

The hill of Jerusalem. 


[7] his own cistern: Demagogues promise all things to all men, but can 
not, nor can they expect to, fulfill their promises. 
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ISAIAH I0I5-II, 13-20, 12; 14:24-27; 37:22 


Assyria’s arrogance 

o ashur, the rod of My anger, the staff 
of My fury, I sent him against an un¬ 
godly nation. I sent him against the peo¬ 
ple of My wrath. I charged him to spoil 
them and prey upon them and to tram¬ 
ple them down like mud in the streets. 
But he does not think so, nor does his 
heart so devise; but destruction is in mind 
and to cut off nations, not a few. For he 
says: “Are not My princes all of them 
kings? Is it not Calno like Carchemish? 
Is not Hammoth like Arpad? Is not Sa¬ 
maria like Damascus? Shall I not do to 
Jerusalem and its images as I have done 
to Samaria and its idols?” He said: “By 
the strength of my hand I have done it 
and by my wisdom, for I have under¬ 
standing. I have removed the boundaries 
of peoples and have plundered their 
treasures and have brought down “the 
mighty. My hand has reached into the 
wealth of the people as into a nest, as 
one gathers eggs that are forsaken; I have 
gathered the whole earth and there was 
not one that fluttered a wing, nor opened 
the mouth, nor chirped. 

Should the ax vaunt itself agains t him 
that cuts with it, or the saw magnify it- 
self against him that moves it? It is as if a 


rod should swing him that lifts it up, or 
like the staff raising him that is not wood. 
Therefore, the light of Israel shall be¬ 
come a fire and the Holy One of Israel a 
flame; and it shall burn and devour his 
thorns and his briers and the glory of his 
forest, and of his fruitful field he will con¬ 
sume. And the remnant of the trees of his 
forest shall be so few that a child may 
write them down. 

Assyria’s punishment 

it shall come to pass that when the 
Lord has finished all His work on the 
Mount of Zion and Jerusalem, He will 
punish the arrogance of the king of As¬ 
syria and his vainglorious pride. 

The Lord of hosts has sworn, saying: 
Surely as I have planned, so shall it come to 
pass; and as I have made it My purpose 
so shall it stand that I will break Ashur 
in My land, and trample him on My 
mountains. This is the plan I planned 
upon the whole earth; and this is the 
hand stretched out against all the na¬ 
tions. The Lord of hosts has made it His 
purpose, who shall annul it? And His 
hand is stretched out, who shall turn it 
back? 

This is the word which the Lord has 
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spoken against Sennacherib: The virgin 
daughter of Zion despises you and laughs 
you to scorn. The daughter of Jerusalem 
has shaken her head at you. Whom have 
you insulted and blasphemed, against 
whom have you raised your voice and 
lifted up your eyes on high ? Against the 
Holy One of Israel! By your servants 
you have taunted the Lord and have 
said: With the multitude of my char¬ 
iots have I ascended the height of the 
mountain, to the innermost parts of Leb¬ 
anon; and I have cut down the tall 
cedars and the choicest cypresses. I have 
digged and drunk foreign waters, and 
with the soles of my feet I have dried up 
all the rivers of Egypt. 

THE LORD’S DECREE 

have you not heard how I prepared it 
long ago, fashioned it in ancient times? 
Now have I brought it to pass that you 
should turn fortified cities into ruins. 
Therefore, their inhabitants were of lit¬ 
tle power and they were dismayed and 
confused; they became like grass in the 


field, like tender herbs and like grass on 
the housetops. 

I know your sitting and rising, your 
going out and your coming in and your 
raging against Me. Because you have 
raged against Me and your arrogance 
has come up into My ears, therefore 
will I put My hook in your nose [8] 
and My bridle in your lips, and I will 
return you back by the way which you 
came. 

The Angel of the Lord went forth and 
slew in the camp of the Assyrians a 
hundred and eighty-five thousand. 
When men arose early next morning, 
they saw all around them dead bodies. 
So Sennacherib, King of Assyria, de¬ 
parted and returned home and dwelt at 
Nineveh. It came to pass that as he was 
worshiping in the temple of Nisroch, his 
god, his sons killed him. 

isaiah’s vision of the end of days 

in that day there shall be a highway out 
of Egypt to Assyria,and the Assyrians shall 
come into Egypt and the Egyptians shall 


[8 ] MY HOOK IN YOUR nose : The Lord will take Assyria like an animal, 
hook in the nose and bridle in the mouth, and bring it to heel. 
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come into Assyria, and the Egyptians shall 
worship [the Lord] with the Assyrians. In 
that day Israel will be the third [member 
of the league] with Egypt and Assyria in 
the midst of the earth; for the Lord of 
hosts has blessed them: “Blessed be Egypt, 
My people, and Assyria, the work of 
My hands, and Israel, My inheritance.” 

On this mountain the Lord of hosts 
will make for all the people a feast of fat 
things and feast of wine on the lees. And 
He will destroy on this mountain the veil 
that covers all the nations. He will swal¬ 
low up death [9] for ever; and the Lord 
God will wipe away tears from every 
face. And He will remove from all the 


Isaiah 19:23-25 ; 25 :6-8; 9:1, 4-6 

earth the reproach of His people, for the 
Lord has spoken it. 

The people that walked in the dark¬ 
ness have seen a great light. On them 
that dwelt in the land of the shadow of 
death has the light shone. For every boot 
worn by a warrior and every war cloak 
rolled in blood shall be burning fuel for 
fire. For a child has been born to us, a son 
has been given to us, and the government 
shall be on his shoulders and his name 
shall be called, “Wonderful in Counsel, 
God the Mighty, Everlasting Father, the 
Ruler of Peace.” Great will be his do¬ 
minion and endless the peace upon the 
throne of David and upon his kingdom, 



[9] he will swallow up death : In the happy days to come, Rabbi 
Joshua said, “Death will be abolished for all the world’s people, Jews 
and Gentiles alike.” The Lord will produce ten miracles: 1. The light of 
the moon shall equal the light of the sun. 2. A living spring in Jerusalem 
will cure all the sick who bathe in it. 3. Fruit trees will bear fresh fruit 
every month and their fruit will be healing medicines. 4. There will be 
no more abandoned or destroyed cities; even Sodom and Gomorrah 
will be rebuilt. 5. All nations will recognize the glory of the people of 
Israel. 6. The cow and bear shall feed together. 7. The Lord shall gather 
all the beasts, birds and creeping things and make a covenant with them 
not to hurt people or each other. 8. Weeping, wailing and sighing will 
be heard no more. 9. Death will be abolished. 10. All men will rejoice 
and be happy. 

At the end of days all men will have health, peace, happiness and ever¬ 
lasting life. 
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to establish it and to uphold it, through 
justice and through righteousness from 
henceforth and for ever. The zeal of the 
Lord of hosts will do this. 

THE MESSIANIC AGE 

the prophecy that Isaiah, the son of 
Amoz, saw concerning Judah and Jeru¬ 
salem. And it shah come to pass in the 
end of days that the mountains of the 
Lord’s house shah be established as the 
top of the exalted above the hills; and all 
nations shall flow unto it. And many 
people will go and say, “Come, you, let 
us go up to the mountains of the Lord, to 
the house of the God of Jacob; and He 
will teach us of His ways and we wih 
walk in His paths. For out of Zion shall 
go forth the Torah, and the word of the 
Lord from Jerusalem. And He shahjudge 
between nations and decide for many 
peoples. They shah beat their swords into 
plowshares and their spears into pruning 


hooks. Nation shah not lift up sword 
against nation, neither shall they learn 
war any more. 

A shoot will come forth from the 
stem of Jesse and a branch shall grow out 
of his roots. The spirit of the Lord shall 
rest upon him, the spirit of wisdom and 
understanding, the spirit of knowledge 
and of the fear of the Lord. He will not 
judge by that which his eyes see nor de¬ 
cide by that which his ears hear. But with 
righteousness shall he judge the poor and 
with fairness decide for the oppressed of 
the land. He shall smite the guilty of the 
land with the rod of his mouth and with 
the breath of his lips shall he slay the wick¬ 
ed. Righteousness shall be the girdle of 
his loins. 

Then a wolf shall dwell with the lamb 
[10] and the leopard shall lie down with 
the kid. The calf and the young lion will 
graze together, and a little child shall 
lead them. The cow and the bear shall be 
friends and their young ones shall lie 



[10] dwell with the lamb: Rabbi Simeon said: It is written: “And 
will cause evil beasts to cease out of the land” (Leviticus 26:6). The 
Lord will not destroy the beasts; instead he will change their natures so 
that they no longer hurt or destroy. Thus will the Lord’s greatness be 
manifest. 

At the end of days physical and human nature will be transformed so that 
pain and destruction will cease forever. 
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ISAIAH 11 :7-9 


down together. The lion shall eat straw 
like the ox; and the infant shall play on 
the hole of the asp, and the baby shall put 
his hand into the viper’s nest. They shall 


not hurt nor destroy [11] on all My holy 
mountain; for the earth shall be full of 
the knowledge of the Lord as waters 
cover the sea. 



[11] they shall not hurt nor destroy : Brigands in the neighborhood 
afflicted the community of Rabbi Meir so grievously that the rabbi 
finally prayed for their deaths. His wife, Beruria, rebuked him, saying: 
“How can you permit yourself such a prayer! Is it written, ‘Let hattaim 
(sins) cease’ or ‘Let hotim (sinners) cease’? It is written hattaim, sins, 
not hotim, sinners. Psalms (105:35) says, ‘And let the wicked be no 
more’; since the sins will cease, there will be no more wicked men. 
Therefore, instead of praying for the brigands to die, pray for them to 
repent!” 

So rebuked, the rabbi did pray for the brigands, they repented, and 
ceased to afflict the community. 

Punishment may destroy evil but repentance transforms it to good. 
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4 * ISAIAH [40-60] 


COMFORT THE PEOPLE 

COMFORT, O COMFORT [i] MY PEOPLE, Says 

the Lord. Bid Jerusalem take heart and 


tell her that her time of suffering in exile 
is ended, that her guilt is paid in full, that 
she has received from the Lord’s hand 
double for her sins. 


[1] comfort, o comfort: The Lord said: “The time has come to re¬ 
deem My children from the suffering of the exile in Babylonia. But 
first I shall send My prophets to comfort them.” The prophets gathered 
and were sent to comfort the children of Israel and assure them of the 
prospect of a golden future. But the congregation of Israel (keneset 
yisrael) replied : “We have had our fill of your rebuke and chastisement. 
Your comforting words are empty and barren.” 

The prophets returned to the Lord and told Him that the people re¬ 
fused to be comforted, so the Lord said, “I Myself must comfort 
them.” Then the Lord went to the congregation of Israel and asked why 
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ISAIAH 40:9, 10 


Ascend a high mountain, Zion, herald 
of glad tidings; raise your voice loudly, 
Jerusalem, herald of good news; lift up, 


be not afraid. Say to the cities of Judah: 
“Behold your God!” The Lord God will 
come as a Mighty One, His arm will 


they would not be comforted. They answered: “Are we not right to be 
angered? You exiled us, scattered us among the nations. You cursed us 
most vehemently. We have been oppressed, persecuted and humiliated 
by even the lowest of nations. Still we sanctified Your name even in 
exile. We did not reject You.” 

The Lord replied, saying: “You were not punished in vain. You 
transgressed My laws. Is it not written: ‘Whoever sheds man’s blood, 
his blood shall be shed, for in the image of God was man made’?” 

The congregation of Israel replied: “When You exiled us among the 
nations, You broke the covenant. We are no longer Your sons. In exile 
we observed Your Sabbath and did not break any of Your command¬ 
ments. We did not reject You; You rejected us.” 

Then the Lord said: “I will redeem you from among the nations and 
punish the nations who oppressed you. And I will be to you like a 
brother.” 

The congregation of Israel spoke to the Lord: “You may be a broth¬ 
er to us, but will it be as Cain was to Abel, Ishmael to Isaac and Esau 
to Jacob?” 

“I will be to you as Joseph was to his brothers,” the Lord said. “De¬ 
spite what his brothers did to him, Joseph did not hate them, but showed 
them great consideration and compassion. As it is written (Genesis 
50:21): ‘Fear me not, I will feed and sustain you and your children, 
and he comforted them and spoke kindly to them.” Such a brother will 
the Lord be to you. Be comforted, My people.” 

Then the congregation of Israel was comforted. 

The people of Israel dare to enter a dialogue with the Lord, to question God 
about whether He has fulfilled His obligations to man and community. 
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rule. His reward [to the righteous] lies 
with Him [2] and His recompense [for 
their good deeds] is from Him. Like a 
shepherd He will tend His flock, with 
His arm He will gather the lambs and 
carry them in His bosom, and gently 
lead the nursing ewes. 


Zion said: “The Lord has forsaken 
me, [3] the Lord has forgotten me.” Can 
a woman forget the child she nurses that 
she should not have compassion on the 
child she has born? Yes, even a mother 
may forget, but I will not forget you. I 
have graven you upon the palms of My 



[2] his reward lies with him : Secharo, reward, and pe’ulato , recom¬ 
pense, are different forms of repayment. Reward is often delayed; re¬ 
compense is immediate payment. The righteous cannot expect to see 
the reward of their deeds immediately. Righteous deeds are intended 
to bring about change in the world, and their effects are slow and cumu¬ 
lative, and may not be evident for generations. The wrongdoer often 
succeeds in seeing the fruit of his work swiftly; he is recompensed, re¬ 
quited, paid in full. He sees immediate results because he intends to 
leave nothing useful for the generations to come. 



[3] the lord has forsaken me: The Rabbis asked whether to be for¬ 
saken is not the same as to be forgotten, and Resh Lakish replied: 
The congregation of Israel said to the Holy One: “Sovereign of the 
Universe, when a man takes a second wife, he still remembers the love 


of his first wife, the companion of his youth. But You have both for¬ 
saken and forgotten us. ” The Holy One answered: “There is no for¬ 
getfulness before the Throne of My Glory. I remember your days in 
the desert, your great devotion and trust in Me.” 

Then the congregation of Israel said to Him: “Since there is no for¬ 
getfulness before You, perhaps You will not forget the time we made 
the golden calf and exclaimed: ‘This is your God, O Israel.’ ” 

The Lord promised: “That will be forgotten.” 

Israel said: “Since there is some forgetfulness before You, perhaps 
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ISAIAH 49:i6, l8, 20-22; 45H, 3, 4; 44:28; 60:8-10; 44:23 


hands; your walls [of Jerusalem] are al¬ 
ways before Me. 

Lift up your eyes, [look] around you 
and see: All of them gather themselves 
together and come to you. Your lost 
children shall yet say to you: “The land 
is too small to hold us; give us a little 
place so that I may live there.” Then shall 
you say to yourself: “Who has begotten 
all these for me? I was bereaved and 
alone, exiled and wandering. Who has 
reared these [my children]? I was left 
alone. Where did they come from?” So 
said the Lord: “I will lift up My hand 
to the nations and I will give them a sig¬ 
nal; and they shall bring your sons in 
their bosom and they shall carry your 
daughters on their shoulders.” 

CYRUS, THE ANOINTED OF THE LORD 

thus says the lord to his anointed, Cy¬ 
rus, whose right hand I grasp, subduing 
nations before him, and making kings 
run in his service, opening doors before 
him and leaving the gates unbarred: I 


will give you treasures out of the dark¬ 
ness, and riches that have been hidden 
away, that you may know that I am the 
Lord, the God of Israel who calls you by 
name. For the sake of Jacob My servant, 
of Israel My chosen one, I say of Cyrus: 
My shepherd who fulfills My every 
wish, he shall say of Jerusalem, “Let her be 
rebuilt,” and of the Temple, “Let its 
foundations be laid.” 

THE IN-GATHERING OF EXILES 

who are those that fly like clouds and 
like doves to their cotes ? Surely the peo¬ 
ple of the Islands are waiting with their 
ships of Tarshish to bring your sons from 
afar, their silver and gold with them, in 
honor of your God, because He has glo¬ 
rified you. Aliens shall build your wall 
and their kings shall minister to you. In 
My wrath I punished you; but in My 
mercy I had compassion on you. 

Sing, O you heavens, for what the 
Lord has done! Shout, O depths of the 
earth! Break into song, you mountains, 


You will forget our conduct at Sinai when You revealed Yourself and 
declared: ‘I am the Lord your God.’ ” 

“That,” the Lord declared, “will not be forgotten.” 

To forget is to lose the recollection of something or to put it out of one’s 
memory. To forsake is to renounce something dear to one. How does the Lord 
promise to forget but not to forsake? 
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you forest and every tree in it; for the 
Lord has redeemed Jacob and glorifies 
Himself in Israel. 

Arise, shine for your light has come. 
The glory of the Lord has risen and shone 
upon you. Darkness still covers the earth 
and gross darkness envelops the people; 
but upon you the Lord will shine forth 
and His glory shall be seen upon you. 
Nations shall walk by your light and 
kings by the brightness of your glow. 

Who hath wrought and done it? He 
that called the generations from the be¬ 
ginning. I, the Lord, who am the first, 
and with the last am the same. The isles 
saw and feared; the ends of the earth 
trembled; they drew near and came. 


Go forth from Babylon. Flee from the 
Chaldeans. With a voice of singing, de¬ 
clare, tell, speak this even to the end of 
the earth. Say: “The Lord has redeemed 
His servant Jacob.” 

THE IMAGE WORSHIPERS 

TO WHOM WILL YOU COMPARE GOD? [4] 
To what image will you liken Him? To 
the image which a craftsman has cast and 
a goldsmith covered over with gold and 
a silversmith adorned with silver chains ? 
To whom then will you liken Me that I 
should be equal? says the Holy One. 

One artisan helps the other. Every one 
says to the other: Be diligent. The crafts- 


[4] to whom will you compare god: The Torah and prophets ex¬ 
plicitly state that the Lord is not corporeal. Maimonides states that it is 
written: “God is in heaven above and upon earth below” (Deuteronomy 
4:39). A corporeal being cannot be in two places at the same time. It is 
also written: ’’For you saw no image, no form of any figure” (Deu¬ 
teronomy 4:15). 

If the Lord had a body it would be possible to compare Him to 
other bodies. If this is so, why does the Torah, in speaking of the vision 
of God granted to the Elders of Israel, state: “Under His feet was a 
floor of sapphire and like the heavens themselves for brightness” 
(Exodus 24:10)? And why are there similar references to God’s hands, 
ears, and so on ? Maimonides explains that all such passages are designed 
for those people who can only grasp what is concrete so that Scripture 
speaks as human beings can understand. 
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ISAIAH 41:7; 40:20; 44:12-19 


man encourages the goldsmith; he that 
smooths with a hammer encourages him 
who strikes the anvil and says to the sol- 
derer: “It is good.” And fastens it with 
nails so that it should stand firm. He 
chooses an oak [5] tree which does not 
rot. Then he seeks a skillful craftsman to 
set up an image that shall not reel. 

The smith makes an ax, he works it 
over the coals, fashions it with hammers. 
He works with his strong arm, [he does 
not eat] even when he grows hungry and 
loses strength. He does not drink any wa¬ 
ter and he grows faint. The wood work¬ 
er draws a measuring line. He marks 
it out with a pencil, works on it with 
planes and shapes it into the likeness of 
a man, like a man beautifully adorned, 
to sit in the god’s house. 

Or a man goes and cuts himself a 
cedar. He plants himself a tree and the 


rain makes it grow. The man uses part of 
it for fuel. He kindles a fire, warms him¬ 
self, bakes bread [on its coals]. From 
what is left he then makes a god and 
prostrates himself before it. Half of it he 
burned in the fire and in its embers he 
roasted meat. He ate the roast, was satis¬ 
fied and also warmed himself, exclaim¬ 
ing: “Aha, I am warm, I feel the fire.” 
Before the rest, of which he made the 
idol, he prostrates himself, worships it, 
prays to it, saying: “Save me, for you 
are god.” They know not, neither do 
they understand, for their eyes are blear¬ 
ed [6] and they cannot see, and their 
hearts cannot understand to say: “Half of 
it I used as fuel and on its embers I have 
baked bread, roasted meat and eaten it. 
How can I make the rest of it an abomi¬ 
nation and prostrate myself before a 
block of wood?” 



[5] he chooses an oak: Idolatry is the worship of the work of man's hands, 
however skillful. 


[6 ] their eyes are bleared i Reb Yehudah has written that generations 
of mankind who do not as a rule learn from the experience of previous 
generations have their eyes bleared. The generation of the Deluge did 
not learn from the generation of Enoch, when the Lord had flooded 
a third of the world as a warning to the people for their transgressions. 
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isaiah 56:3, 6-8 ; 41: 22-24, 2 9 ; 44 : 6 

THE lord’s PEOPLE AND HOUSE 

OPEN TO ALL 

let not the alien say, when he would 
join himself to the Lord: “The Lord will 
surely exclude me from His people.” For 
the foreigners who join themselves to the 
Lord, ministering to Him, loving the 
name of the Lord, and becoming His ser¬ 
vants, all who keep the Sabbath free 
from profanation and hold to My cove¬ 
nant, I will bring them to My holy 
mountain and make them joyful in My 
house of prayer. Their burnt-offerings 
and sacrifices will be acceptable on My 
altar, for My house shall be called a house 
of prayer for all people. Thus says the 
Lord God, who gathers the dispersed of 
Israel: others will I gather to him besides 
those already gathered. 


37 

THE VANITY OF GRAVEN IMAGES 

let them bring them forth and declare 
to us the things that shall happen; the 
former things, what are they? Declare 
you that we may consider and know the 
end of them; or announce to us things to 
come. Declare the things that are to 
come hereafter that we may know you 
are gods. Yes, do good or do evil that we 
may be dismayed and behold it together. 
Behold, you are nothing and your work 
a thing of nought. An abomination is he 
that chooses you. Their works are vanity 
and nought; their molten images are 
wind and confusion. 

Thus says the Lord, the King of Israel, 
and his Redeemer the Lord of hosts: I 
am the first, and I am the last, and beside 
Me there is no God. 


The people of Sodom and Gomorrah did not learn anything from the 
generation which built the Tower of Babel, and that was a great sur¬ 
prise because then all mankind spoke a single language and could easily 
communicate one with the other. Yet that generation too made the 
same mistakes as their predecessors. 

Blindness of self-love and self-involvement are themselves idol worship; 
they worship the present and the self and therefore cannot learn from others or 
from the past, and so cannot change the future or themselves. 
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ISAIAH 40:21-25 ; 45 :9, 10; 40:6-8 ; 45 :12, 13, 17 


CREATOR OF THE ENDS OF THE EARTH 

know you not? Hear you not? Has it 
not been told you from the beginning? 
Have you not understood from the 
foundations of the earth ? It is He that sits 
above the circle of the earth, and the in¬ 
habitants thereof are as grasshoppers; He 
that brings princes to nothing. He makes 
the judges of the earth as a thing of 
nought. Scarcely are they planted, scarce¬ 
ly are they sown, scarcely has their stock 
taken root in the earth; when He blows 
upon them and they wither, and the 
whirlwind takes them away as stubble. 
To whom then will you liken Me, that I 
should be equal? says the Holy One. 

Why do you say, O Jacob, and speak, 
O Israel: “My way is hid fron the Lord, 
and my right is passed over from my 
God?” Have you not known that the 
Lord, the Creator of the ends of the earth 
does not faint nor is weary ? His discern¬ 
ment is past searching out. He gives pow¬ 
er to the faint; and to him that has no 
might he increases strength. Even the 
youths shall faint and be weary and the 
young men shall utterly fall; but they 
that wait for the Lord shall renew their 
strength. They shall mount up with wings 
as eagles. They shall walk and not faint. 


MAN IS GRASS 

woe to him that strives with his Maker, 
as a potsherd among the potsherds of the 
earth! Shall the clay say to him that 
fashions it: “What are you making ?” Or: 
“Your work, it has no hands?” Woe to 
him that says to his father: “Why do you 
beget?” Or to a woman: “Why do you 
labor so?” 

Hark! one says: “Proclaim!” And I 
said: “What shall I proclaim? All flesh is 
grass, and all the goodliness therof is as 
the flower of the field. The grass withers, 
the flower fades; because the breath of 
the Lord blows upon it. Surely the peo¬ 
ple is grass. The grass withers, the flower 
fades; but the word of our God shall 
stand forever.” 

Thus says the Lord: I, even I, have 
made the earth, and created man upon 
it, even My hands have stretched out the 
heavens, and all their host have I com¬ 
manded. I have roused him up in vic¬ 
tory, and I make level all his ways. He 
shall build My city, and he shall let My 
exiles go free, nor for any price or re¬ 
ward. O, Israel, that are saved by the 
Lord with an everlasting salvation: You 
shall not be ashamed nor confounded 
world without end. 
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THE HIDDEN GOD 

i am the lord and there is none else. Be¬ 
side Me there is no god. I have strength¬ 
ened you though you are not aware 
of Me, so that they may know from the 
rising sun and from the west that there is 
none beside Me. I am the Lord and there 
is none else. I form the light and create 
darkness. [7] I make peace and create 
evil, I am the Lord that does all those 
things. 

My thoughts are not your thoughts, 
nor My ways your ways, says the Lord. 
As the heavens are higher than the 
earth, so are My ways higher than your 


ways, and My thoughts than your 
thoughts. 

Truly, You are a hidden God, [8] but 
You are also the God of Israel, the Sa¬ 
vior. 

Seek the Lord while He may be found. 
Call upon Him while He is near. Let the 
wicked forsake his way and the un¬ 
righteous man his thoughts. Let them 
return to the Lord and He will have 
compassion upon them. Return to our 
God because He pardons abundantly. 

Thus said the High and Lofty One 
who inhabits eternity, whose name is 
holy: I dwell in the high and holy place 
but I am with him that is conscience 


[7] 1 FORM THE LIGHT and create darkness : Rabbi Hezekiah says that 
the command for peace is greater than any other mitzvah in the Torah. 
Darkness and light are the basis of creation, and peace is as important as 
both of them. Peace is so great it balances all creation. Of all other com¬ 
mands it is written, “If you chance,” or “If you see,” so that “If you 
chance upon your enemy’s ox or donkey going astray, you must be 
sure to lead it home” (Exodus 23 14). In short, if you see it, you must 
obey the command; but if you don’t, you need not seek out the op¬ 
portunity. But about peace it is written: “Seek peace and pursue it in 
any other place, everywhere.” 

[8 ] you are A hidden god : Man can never know God, although he must 
forever strive to do so. In remaining a hidden God, the Lord keeps men from 
making an idol of Him. 
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isaiah 57:15 ; 49:8-12; 41:15, 16 


stricken and humble in spirit, [9] to re¬ 
vive the spirit of the humble and to re¬ 
vive the heart of the penitent. 

THE LORD’S SALVATION 

thus says the lord: In an acceptable 
time I have answered you, and in a day 
of salvation I have helped you. I will 
preserve you and give you for a coven¬ 
ant of the people, to raise up the land, 
to cause to inherit the desolate heritages; 
saying to the prisoners: “Go forth.” To 
them that are in darkness: “Show your¬ 
selves.” They shall feed in the ways and 
in all high hills [10] shall be their pasture. 


They shall not hunger or thirst, neither 
shall the heat nor the sun smite them; for 
He that has compassion on them will 
lead them, even by the springs of water 
will He guide them. I will make all My 
mountains a way, and My highways 
shall be raised on high. Behold, these 
shall come from far. 

Behold, I make you a new threshing- 
sledge with sharp teeth. You shall thresh 
the mountains and beat them small and 
shall make the hills as chaff. You shall 
fan them and the wind shall carry them 
away, and the whirlwind shall scatter 
them. And you shall rejoice in the Lord, 
you shall glory in the Holy One of 
Israel. 


[9] humble in spirit : Rabbi Huna and Rabbi Hisda disputed the mean¬ 
ing of the verse. One said that the Lord raises the humble man to His 
level before the Lord is with him. The other maintained that God de¬ 
scends to the level of the most humble. 

Not only does the Lord not reject the poor, the despairing, the bro¬ 
ken in spirit, but He declares that He is always near them. As the Psalms 
(34:18) say: “The Lord is near the broken-hearted and He helps the 
crushed in spirit.” Rabbi Alexander said that the ordinary man throws 
out chipped or broken utensils, but the Lord cherishes those of his ves¬ 
sels who are hurt or damaged. 

[10] in all high hills : Out of Zion the beauty of the world has been 
and shall yet be made perfect. 
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JACOB THE SUFFERING SERVANT 

behold, [Jacob is] My servant [i] whom 
I uphold, My chosen one, in whom I de¬ 
light. I have put My spirit upon him, he 
shall make justice go forth to the na¬ 
tions. He shall not shout nor raise his 
voice. He shall not make his voice heard 
in the streets. A bruised reed he shall not 
break and a dimly flickering wick he 


shall not quench. He will establish justice 
according to the truth. He shall not be 
quenched nor crushed until he shall es¬ 
tablish j ustice on earth; and the faraway 
islands will wait longingly for his teaching. 

Listen to me, O islands, hearken peo¬ 
ple from afar: the Lord called me from 
my birth, before I was born He appoint¬ 
ed my destiny. He made my mouth like 
a sharp sword, the shadow of His hand 


[i] jacob is my servant: Jacob may be understood variously to mean the 
prophet, the faithful remnant of Israel, and an idealized people of Israel. 
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isaiah 49:2-7 


protected me. He has made me a polished 
arrow in His quiver. He has concealed 
me. He said to me: “You are My servant, 
Israel, through whom I will be glori¬ 
fied.” [2] And I thought: “In vain I have 
labored, I have spent my strength for 
nothing and uselessly. But in truth my 
reward is with the Lord and my re¬ 
compense with my God. Now the Lord 
that made me His servant even before I 
was born, to bring Jacob back to Him, 
and that Israel shall be gathered to Him, 


for I am honored in the eyes of the Lord 
and my God has become My strength. 
Then He said: “It is too slight a thing for 
you that you should be My servant and 
merely raise the tribes of Israel and re¬ 
store the survivors of Israel. I will also 
make you a light to the nations [3] that 
My salvation may reach the end of the 
earth.” Thus said the Lord, the Redeem¬ 
er of Israel, his Holy One, to him who 
is despised by men, [4] abhorred by na¬ 
tions, the slave of rulers. Kings shall rise 



[2] 1 will be glorified : The prophet as servant of God and personification 
of Israel was predestined to carry out the Lord’s mission, was given sharp 
words by the Lord to do so, and was protected by Him . 


[3] A light to the nations: The suffering servant (and Israel) will be an 
example and a symbol to all the nations. 


[4] who is despised by men : Akilos, the son of the Roman Emperor 
Hadrian’s sister, wished to become a Jew. So he went to his uncle and 
told him that he wanted to go into business. Hadrian said: “I like your 
ambition. If you need money, my treasury is open to you.” Akilos re¬ 
plied : “I need no money, but I need advice. What kind of merchandise 
shall I buy to make a profit?” The Emperor answered: “Merchandise 
which has fallen so low in price it seems to be buried. Don’t hesitate; 
buy it. Eventually it will rise beyond the original price.” 

Akilos went to the land of Israel and was there converted to Judaism. 
He studied Torah diligently and became a great scholar. When he 


.nxsnx ?ia ntfx ,rmx nay -s'? nax’i 

t t : v I : v t : ■ t — • : - 




ISAIAH 49:7; 50:4 


43 


when they see you, princes shall pros¬ 
trate themselves before you, because the 
Lord who is faithful, the Holy One of 
Israel, has chosen you. 


HOPES AND TRIUMPHS 

the lord endowed me with fluent speech 
that I should know how to comfort 


returned to Rome his uncle asked, “Why is your face so changed? Have 
you lost your money or has someone insulted you ? If you have lost 
your money, do not be concerned; I shall give you more, as much as 
you need. And if anyone has affronted you, tell me and I shall punish 
him.” 

“I have neither been insulted nor have I lost money,” Akilos said. 

“Then why has your appearance changed so much?” the Emperor 
inquired. 

“Because I studied Torah diligently and was circumcised.” 

“Who gave you permission to do that?” the Emperor Hadrian asked. 

“I took your advice, Uncle. You told me to buy merchandise which 
had declined so far in price it seemed to be buried. No nation is more 
despised than the Jews, but their greatness will not only be restored, but 
will rise far higher than it was before.” 

“Truly, is that why you did it?” 

“I wanted to study Torah,” Akilos confessed. 

“But why did you have to circumcise yourself and become a Jew to 
do that?” 

“Because,” Akilos replied, “only in that way can you understand 
the Torah.” 

Akilos understood that only by putting himself genuinely and irreversibly 
into the postion of Jews, i.e., by being circumcised, could he truly know what 
it was to be a Jew and walk in the way of the covenant. 
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ISAIAH 50:4-9 


with words those who are weary. The 
Lord God opened my ear [to hear His 
message]. I did not rebel, nor turn away 
[from the heavy burden]. I gave my 
back to the lasher [5] and my cheek to 
those who plucked off the hair. I did not 
hide my face from those who shamed me 


or spat on me. I have not been con¬ 
founded, [6] for the Lord will help me. 
Therefore I have set my face like a flint 
and I know that I shall not be ashamed. 
My vindicator is near. Who will con¬ 
tend with me? Who is my adversary? 
Let him come near me. Behold, the Lord 


[5] my back to the lasher : Our Rabbis declare that this phrase does 
not mean that man has license to do what he wishes with his own body 
or property if he wishes to abuse himself or destroy his property wan¬ 
tonly. The verse means that the prophet knew that when he went to 
reprove the people he would be scorned and abused, but he was pre¬ 
pared for it. A man who stands up for justice and righteousness must 
be ready to suffer contumely and danger. But anyone who abuses his 
body or wantonly destroys his property is brought to account. As it is 
written (Genesis 9:5): “For your own life’s blood, I shall require an 
account,’’ and (Deuteronomy 4:5): “Guard yourself well.” 

The prophet (and Israel) as suffering servant of the Lord willingly endures 
the pain and humiliation imposed by the Lord’s mission. 

[6 ] 1 have not been Confounded : Rabbi Bahay said: “Whoever trusts 
and relies on God is not confounded. He sets his face like flint and is not 
afraid of those who oppose him.” The man who trusts in God is peace¬ 
ful and tranquil, self-assured and self-reliant. He knows on whom he 
can rely. 

If a man does not trust in the Lord he usually relies on idols made by 
the hands of men, or makes of man himself an idol. “Cursed is the man 
whose heart is departed from the Lord and puts his trust in man and 
makes flesh his strength.” 
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ISAIAH 50:9; 52:13-15; 53 : 1-4 

God helps me. [7] Who shall prove me 
wrong? They are all like worn-out gar¬ 
ments which fall apart because moths 
have eaten them up. 

Behold, My servant shall prosper; he 
shall be exalted and lifted up and shall be 
very high. As many were appalled at you 
because his face was so marred that it was 
unlike that of a man, [8] his form un¬ 
like that of the sons of Adam, so shall he 
startle many nations, their kings shall 
shut their mouths because of him. They 
shall see more than what was told to 
them and discern more than has been 
heard. 


45 

Who could have believed what we 
heard? [We saw that] he grew like a 
sapling before us and as a root out of dry 
ground. He had no form nor comeliness 
that we should notice him. He had no 
beauty that we should admire him. He 
was despised and rejected of men, a man 
of pains and intimate with disease, as one 
from whom men hide their faces. He 
was despised and we took no heed of 
him. 

THE SMITTEN OF GOD 

yet our sickness did he bear, our pains 



[7] the lord god helps me : Our Sages tell us that communal worship 
and group study strengthen and exalt a man much more than if he 
prayed or studied alone. To what can we compare communal prayer 
and group study? To ten people who make a party. Each brings a dif¬ 
ferent delicacy for the celebration: one brings fish, another meat, a 
third vegetables, a fourth fruit and desserts. When the ten dined to¬ 
gether, each ate not only the delicacy he had himself brought but the 
delicacies of all the other nine. The same results from communal prayer 
and group study; each individual returns home with ten different 
thoughts and feelings about what has been studied or prayed. 


[8] unlike that of a man: The suffering servant’s (and Israel’s) mission 
shall be a martyrdom whose agonies will scar him for life, making him different 
from all men. Yet, at the last, he shall overcome his pains and be exalted. 
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isaiah 53 :4-9, 12 


he carried. [9] We thought him smitten 
of God [10] but he was pierced and mor¬ 
tally wounded because we had sinned. 
Our iniquities crushed him. He was 
chastised for our transgressions and by 
his bruises were we healed. Like sheep 
we have all gone astray, every one turned 
his own way, and on him the Lord laid 
the guilt of all of us. 

When he was oppressed, he was sub¬ 
missive and opened not his mouth. Like 
a lamb is led to the slaughter and like a 
sheep that is dumb before her shearers, 
he did not open his mouth. [11] For lack 


of justice he was oppressed. He was cut 
off from the living because of the 
punishment due to My people for their 
transgressions. They dug his grave with 
the wicked, his tomb with the evildoers. 
Although he had done no violence, nei¬ 
ther was deceit in his mouth, their iniqui¬ 
ties he did bear. 

Therefore will I give him a portion 
among the great and with the mighty 
shall he share the honor, for he bared his 
soul to death and was numbered with 
the transgressors. Yet he bore the sin of 
many and interceded for transgressors. 


[9] our pains he carried : The suffering servant (and Israel) is punished for 
sins which he did not commit; the victim suffers for those who victimized, the 
innocent suffers for those who transgressed. 

[10] smitten of god : Why should one man bear the sin and sickness of 
his generation? Is not every individual responsible for himself? Is it not 
written (Jeremiah 31:30): “Every one shall die for his own iniquity”? 

These verses refer to the people of Israel in the Diaspora over many 
centuries. Nations thought that Jews suffered because they were re¬ 
jected by God and therefore they were “despised by men, abhorred by 
nations and the slaves of rulers.” In truth, they suffered because none 
cared, because “everyone turned his own way.” The Jew did not con¬ 
form. He cared about the guilt of his generation, suffered and was 
humiliated because of it. For lack ofjustice,“our iniquities crushed him.” 

[ 11] he did not open his mouth: In the face of persecution and slaughter, 
the suffering servant (Israel) is gentle, meek and unprotesting. 
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ISAIAH 47:1-6, 8-11; 42:14-17 
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BABYLON AND CHALDEA 

come down and sit in the dust, O virgin 
daughter of Babylon, sit on the ground 
without a throne, O daughter of the 
Chaldeans; for you shall no longer be 
called delicate and tender. Take the mill¬ 
stones and grind meal; remove your 
veil, strip off the train, uncover the leg, 
pass through the rivers. Your nakedness 
shall be uncovered, [12] yes, your shame 
shall be seen. I will take vengeance and 
will let no man intercede. Our Redeem¬ 
er, the Lord of hosts is His name, the 
Holy One of Israel. 

Sit silent and get into darkness, O 
daughter of the Chaldeans; for you shall 
no longer be called the mistress of king¬ 
doms. I was angry with My people, I 
profaned My inheritance, and gave them 
into your hand; you showed them no 
mercy. Upon the aged you have laid 
your heavy yoke. 


And you have been secure in your 
wickedness. You have said: “No one 
sees me.” [13] Your wisdom and your 
knowledge have perverted you. And 
you have said in your heart: “I am and 
there is none else beside me.” Yet shall 
evil come upon you. You shall not know 
how to charm it away. And calamity 
shall fall upon you. You shall not be able 
to fend it off. And ruin shall come upon 
you suddenly before you know. 

I have long time held My peace, I have 
been still and refrained Myself. Now will 
I cry like a woman in labor, gasping and 
panting at once. I will make waste 
mountains and hills, and dry up all their 
herbs. I will make the rivers islands and 
will dry up the pools. I will bring 
the blind by a way that they knew not, 
in paths that they knew not will I lead 
them. I will make darkness light before 
them and rugged places plain. These 
things will I do and I will not leave them 


[12] your nakedness shall be uncovered : Babylonia, Chaldea, and all 
tyrannies shall finally be stripped ofigrandeur and pretense, their sins exposed 
and punished. 


[13] no one sees me: One ofi the most common human delusions: If no one 
sees me sin, then no one knows, and nothing has happened. No sin has been 
committed and no wickedness need be repented. 
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isaiah 42:17; 58:3-7, 9 


undone. They shall be turned back, 
greatly ashamed, that trust in graven 
images, that say unto molten images, 
“You are our gods.” 

THE FAST AND THE FUTURE 

the people ask: “Why have we fasted 
[14] and You took no heed of it? Why 
have we afflicted our souls and You took 
no knowledge of it?” It is because in the 
day of your fast you pursue your desire 
and oppress all who labor for you. You 
fast for the sake of strife and contention, 
and you strike with the fist of wicked¬ 
ness. Is such the fast I have chosen? The 


day of a man to afflict his soul? Is it to 
bow down his head as a bulrush and 
spread sackcloth and ashes under him? 
Will you call this a fast [15] and an ac¬ 
ceptable day for the Lord? This is the 
fast I have chosen: To loosen the fetters 
of wickedness, to undo the bands of the 
yoke, and to let the oppressed go free. 
You shall break every yoke, share your 
bread with the hungry and bring into 
your house the homeless. [16] When you 
see a naked man, you shall cover him 
and not hide yourself from your own 
flesh. [17] Then you shall call and the 
Lord will answer you. Then you shall 
cry and he will say: “Here I am.” 


[14] why have we fasted : All the virtue of fasting lies in the giving of 
charity which accompanies it. 

[ 15] WILL YOU CALL this A fast: Formal fasting is unacceptable to the 
Lord: It is not ceremonials the Lord desires but the substance of virtue, good 
deeds. 

*+§ [ 16] house the homeless : True fasting is to perform the mitzvot of feeding 
the hungry, clothing the naked, abolishing slavery and oppression. 

<•§ [ 17] not hide yourself from your own flesh : Rabbi Jose the Galilean 
was married to a shrew. Students, colleagues and friends advised him to 
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Thus said the Lord: “The heaven is 
My throne and the earth My footstool. 
What is the house that you may build 


for Me? And what manner of place as 
My residence? My hand made all these 
things and so all these things came to be. 


divorce her, but he could not, because her dowry was too great for him 
to repay. His friends pitied him so much that they raised the money for 
the dowry and so enabled Rabbi Jose to divorce her. 

In time, the wife married a city watchman who abused her, beat her 
and took all her money. The wife might have brought the watchman 
to court, but since her former husband was one of the judges, she was 
ashamed to display her distress before him. 

The watchman became blind and could not work, and his wife was 
obliged to go from house to house begging with him. In doing so she 
avoided the street on which her former husband lived. The watchman, 
though blind, knew the city by heart and asked her why she always 
avoided that particular street. She always made excuses until finally the 
blind man realized that she was avoiding Rabbi Jose’s street. 

The next day, when they went begging, he began to beat her with 
his cane and insist that she take him to that street. She did so, and while 
they went from house to house, he abused her and struck her with his 
cane. Rabbi Jose, hearing the tumult, looked out of the window and 
saw her distress. Immediately he called the court into session and set a 
monthly pension for her so that she would not have to beg any longer. 
When his friends asked him why he was so compassionate to someone 
who had tormented him for so many years, Rabbi Jose replied: “It is 
written: ‘You shall not hide yourself from your own flesh.’ And it is 
also written (Genesis 2:24) that when a man marries, he leaves his 
father and mother and clings to his wife and they become as one 
flesh.” 
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Yet on this man will I look, on the hum¬ 
ble and the contrite spirit, [18] and on 
him who stands in awe at My word.” 

Drop down, you heavens, from above, 
and let the skies pour down righteous¬ 
ness; let the earth open that they may 
bring forth salvation, and let her cause 
righteousness to spring up together; I 
the Lord have created it. 

And they that shall be of you shall 
build the old waste places. You shall raise 
up the foundations of many generations 
and you shall be called the repairer 
of the breach, the restorer of paths to 
dwell in. 

Then you shall delight yourself in the 
Lord, and I will make you to ride upon 


isaiah 66:2; 45 :8; 58:12, 14; 65 :18-20 

the high places of the earth and I will 
feed you with the heritage of Jacob your 
father. For the mouth of the Lord has 
spoken it. 

THE NEW JERUSALEM 

REJOICE AND EXULT FOREVER in what I 
create; for, behold, I shall create a Jeru¬ 
salem which will have in her only exulta¬ 
tion and people of joy. I will rejoice with 
Jerusalem and joy in My people. The 
voice of weeping shall no more be heard 
in her, nor the voice of crying. There 
shall not be an infant nor an old man 
who has not lived out his years of life. 
The youngest shall die a hundred years 



[18] the humble and contrite spirit: Rabbi Okybia was sick and 
near to death. His son said to him: “Father, command your friends to 
befriend me. Tell them how good and able I am.” His father refused, 
replying, “I shall not say a word to them.” “Why, Father,” his son 
asked, “have I done something wrong?” Then Rabbi Okybia replied: 
“No, my son, but your deeds will bind them to you or estrange them 
from you.” 

No one is given the delights of the world-to-come because of his 
father’s virtues. 

Our Sages remind us that he who loves his neighbors, gives charity 
in the hour of their need, studies Torah and performs good deeds hum¬ 
bly, to him the Lord promised: “He shall call and I will answer.” Of 
that man too the Lord said: “I am with the contrite and humble spirit.” 
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old. He who will die short of a hundred 
years shall be deemed accursed. They 
shall build houses and inhabit them. 
They shall plant vineyards and eat the 
fruit of them. They shall not build and 
another inhabit, nor shall they plant and 
another eat. For as the days of a tree so 
shall be the days of My people, and My 
chosen ones shall enjoy the work of 
their hands. 

The wolf and the lamb shall feed to¬ 
gether, and the lion shall eat straw like 
an ox. They shall not hurt nor destroy 
on My holy mountain, says the Lord. 


For brass I will bring gold and for iron 
I will bring silver, and for wood brass 
and for stones iron. I will also make your 
officers peace, and righteousness your 
magistrates. Violence shall no more be 
heard in thy land, desolation nor des¬ 
truction within your borders. But you 
shall call your walls Salvation and your 
gates Praise. 

The sun shall no more go down, [19] 
neither shall your moon withdraw itself. 
For the Lord shall be your everlasting 
light and the days of your mourning 
shall be ended. 



[19] the sun shall no more go down: Rabbi Simeon ben Lakish 
said: “In the time to come there will be no Gehenna. God will take the 
sun out of its orbit and its heat will heal the righteous and consume the 
wicked.” 
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THE PROPHET’S MISSION 
THE WORDS OF JEREMIAH, [i] the SOI1 of 

Helkiah, of the priests that were in Ana- 
thoth in the land of Benjamin. The word 
of the Lord came to him in the days of 
Josiah, king of Judah, in the thirteenth 
year of his reign. It also came in the days 


of Jehoiakim, the son of Josiah, the king 
of Judah. It continued to come to him 
until the end of the eleventh year of 
Zedekiah, the son of Josiah, king of Ju¬ 
dah, when Jerusalem was carried into 
exile in the fifth month. 

The word of the Lord came to me, 
saying: “ Before you were born I sancti- 
fied you and appointed you a prophet to 


[i] jeremiah: The name means “The Lord hurls,” or u The Lord founds” 
or “the appointed of the Lord.” 
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the nations.” [2] Then I said: “Woe, 
Lord God, I cannot speak for I am so 
young.” The Lord said to me: “Do not 
say ‘I am so young* [3] for I am sending 
you. Therefore, to whomsoever I shall 
send you, you shall go, and whatsoever I 
shall command you, you shall speak. Be 
not afraid of them for I am with you to 
deliver you.” Then the Lord stretched out 


His hand and touched my mouth [4] and 
said to me: “Behold, I have put My 
word in your mouth. See, this day I have 
set you over the nations and the king¬ 
doms to uproot and pull down, to des¬ 
troy and overthrow, to build and to 
plant.” 

The word of the Lord came also to 
me, saying: “You shall not take yourself 



[2] to the nations : Jeremiah is appointed a prophet not only to the people 
of Israel but to all the peoples of the world. 



[3] 1 am so young : Our Sages say that Jeremiah complained: “O Lord, 
was there any prophet who came to Your people who was not jeered 
by them? They even wanted to kill the prophet of prophets, Moses. As 
it is written: ‘But all the congregation bade stone them with stones’ 
(Numbers 14:10). When Elijah came to them, they mocked him by 
calling him ‘the hairy one* (II Kings 1:8). Elisha they nicknamed 
‘baldhead’ (II Kings 2:23). The prophet Amos, who hesitated in his 
speech, they derided as ‘the stammerer.’ And I am so young, O Lord, 
without experience, and not wise in the ways of the world. Lay not 
so heavy a burden upon me.” 

Then the Lord replied: “Because you are young have I chosen you. 
In your youthful innocence and naivete you will dare and be bold in 
action. I love youth. As it is written: ‘ When Israel was young, then I 
loved him’ (Hosea 11:1). Because you are young I have chosen you for 
this difficult task.” 


[4] touched my mouth: Henceforth Jeremiah will speak with a tongue 
imbued with the poetry of God's words and intentions. 
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jeremiah 16:1-8; 1:11-13 


a wife, [5] neither shall you have sons or 
daughters in this place.” For thus says the 
Lord concerning the sons and daughters 
born in this place, and concerning their 
mothers that bore them, and concerning 
their fathers that begot them in this land: 
They shall die grievous deaths; they 
shall not be lamented, neither shall they 
be buried; they shall be as dung upon the 
face of the ground; and they shall be 
consumed by the sword, and by famine; 
and their carcasses shall be meat for the 
fowls of heaven, and for the beasts of the 
earth. 

Enter not into the house of mourning, 
neither go to lament, neither bemoan 
them; for I have taken away My peace 
from this people, says the Lord,even mercy 
and compassion. Both the great and the 
small shall die in this land; they shall not 


be buried; neither shall men lament for 
them; neither shall men break bread for 
them in mourning, to comfort them for 
the dead; neither shall men give them the 
cup of consolation to drink for their fa¬ 
ther or for their mother. And you shall 
not go into the house of feasting to sit 
with them, to eat and to drink. 

THE ALMOND TWIG 

THEN THE WORD OF THE LORD Came tO me, 
saying: “What do you see, Jeremiah?” 
And I said: “I see the twig of an almond 
tree.” And the Lord said to me: “You 
have seen well, for I am wakeful [6] up¬ 
on My word and hasten to perform it.” 

And the word of the Lord came to me 
again: “What do you see?” I said: “I see 
a seething cauldron and the seething began 


[5] you shall not take yourself a wife : For those who wish to change 
society, for those who wish to be moral exemplars, saints and prophets, having 
a wife and family, friends and acquaintances, can be a great burden and make 
more difficult the sacrifices a prophet must make. 

[6] 1 am wakeful : The Hebrew here is a pun. Shoked means alert, watchful, 
quick, or hasten; while shaked means almond tree. The almond tree in Israel 
is the first to blossom after winter is past. It awakens from the winter earlier 
than any other tree. So too will the Lord be quick to perform, hasten to carry 
out his word. The Lord promises that when there is the first blossom of moral 
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from the north.” The Lord said: “Out of 
the north calamity shall break forth upon 
all the inhabitants of the land. I will call 
all the families of all the kingdoms of the 
north and they shall come and each shall 
set his throne at the entrance of the gates 
of Jerusalem and against the walls all 
around and against all the cities of Judah. 
I will pronounce My judgment against 
them for all their wickedness; because 
they have forsaken Me and have offered 
sacrifices to other gods and worshiped 
the works of their hands. Therefore, gird 
up your loins and arise, and speak to 
them all that I command you. Do not be 
dismayed before them, for I made you a 


fortified city, an iron pillar, a brazen wall 
against the whole land, against the kings 
of Judah, against the princes, against the 
priests and against the people of the land. 
They shall fight against you, but they 
shall not overcome you, for I am with 
you to deliver you.“ 

ISRAEL ASSAYED 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing : “Go and cry in the ears of Jerusa¬ 
lem, [7] saying: ‘Thus said the Lord: I 
remember the affections of your youth, 
the love of your bridal days, how you 
followed me in the wilderness in a land 


and spiritual rebirth, He will recognize it and hasten to fulfill His promises to 
the people of Israel. 


[7] in the ears of Jerusalem : Why do the prophets so often appeal to 
men’s ears? “Go cry in the ears of Jerusalem.” “Hear you the word of 
the Lord.” Isaiah says: “Incline your ears and come to me. Hear and 
your soul shall live” (Isaiah 55:3). How can man, by hearing, make his 
soul live ? 

Our Rabbis explain that when the human being is soiled by sin, the 
ear hears the castigation, the man becomes aware of his sin and repents, 
and then the whole body acquires a new life. The best way to com¬ 
municate is by speech; if the ear will hear, the whole body will live. 

It is through speech that men communicate the sense of sin and virtue, ac¬ 
ceptance and repentance. It is speech, the voice and the ear, that differentiates 
men from other animals. 
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JEREMIAH 2 : 3 , 5 , 6, 7, 9, 13, 19 


unsown. Israel was the Lord’s sacred por¬ 
tion, [8] the first-fruits of the harvest. 
Whoever devours him is guilty, and evil 
shall come upon him.’” 

Now, thus said the Lord: “What did 
your fathers find wrong with Me that 
they have removed themselves so far 
from Me? They have followed nought 
and become nought. They asked not: 
‘Where is the Lord that brought us up 
from the land of Egypt, who led us 
through the wilderness, through a land 
of deserts and pits, through a land of 
drought and of the shadow of death, 


through a land that no man passed 
through and where no man dwelt.’ 

“I brought you to a land of fertile 
fields, to eat its fruits and good things. 
But you came and defiled My land and 
made My heritage an abomination. 
Therefore will I contend against you, 
against your children’s children will I 
contend. My people have committed 
two evils: They have forsaken Me, the 
fountain of living waters, to hew for 
themselves broken cisterns that cannot 
hold water. Your own wickedness [9] 
will punish you and your own unruliness 


[8] the lord’s sacred portion : Why, on one hand, does Jeremiah 
castigate Judah, prophesying calamity, and on the other declare that 
“Israel is the Lord’s sacred portion... Whoever devours him is guilty 
and evil shall come upon him” ? The Rabbis explain with a parable: 
A king once married a woman whom he continually praised. When 
friends visited her, they saw her unkempt and her living quarters in dis¬ 
order, so they said: “Even now when you are so slovenly, in such dis¬ 
array, even sordid, your husband still adores and praises you before 
everyone. Think how much more he would love and admire and praise 
you if you were neat and clean and orderly.” 

So it was withjeremiah’s generation. The prophet told the people that 
the Lord still remembered the affection of their youth, of their bridal 
days, saying: “If you heard and obeyed me, then the Lord’s bounty 
to you would be limitless because of His great love for you.” 

your own wickedness: Rabbi Eliezer said: “The righteous are 
judged by their good inclination (yetzer tov ), the wicked by their evil 
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reprove you. You will know and see 
how evil and bitter a thing it is that you 
have forsaken the Lord, [10] your God. 
Upon the hem of your garments is the 


blood of the souls of the innocent. Yet 
you say I am innocent, His anger has 
turned away from me. I will judge you 
for saying: ‘I have not sinned.’ [11] 


inclination (yetzer hara)” In man the evil impulse will judge the man 
itself. Rabbenu Bachya explains that when a man seeks only pleasure 
he cannot really enjoy it, because pleasure becomes its own law which 
he is forced to obey and so pleasure itself becomes a burden to him. In 
that way his own sins come, in time, to punish him. The Gaon of Vilna 
comments further: “The man who devotes himself to worldly pleasure 
alone is like one who drinks salt water to quench his thirst; the more 
he drinks, the thirstier he becomes.” 



[10] forsaken the lord : A prince always accompanied his father the 
king everywhere, and was respected and honored by the people. One 
day the prince abandoned his father and went out into the world. 
There he was insulted and abused by the people who did not know he 
was a prince. When he returned to the palace, he complained to his 
father that the people had shown him neither respect nor honor. The 
king then told him: “By abandoning me, you were no longer known 
as a prince. You behaved like a common man and therefore you were 
treated no better.” 

So it is with Israel. When Israel walks in the way of the Lord, the 
nations of the world consider it chosen and are in awe of it. When 
Israel transgresses and abandons its King, then nations lose their respect 
and their awe of Israel. 


•*§ I 11] 1 have not sinned: Rabbi Shmuel, son of Rav, said: “The Lord 
punishes man for sin only when man insists that he committed no sin.” 
But Rabbi Chanina objected: “Whoever says the Lord is indulgent 
and does not punish sinners is a fool. The Lord is gracious and long- 
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JEREMIAH 6:27-30; 4:5-8, 13-7; 6:22-23 


“I made you an assayer among My 
people. You shall assay and you shall 
find out their ways. All of them are hard¬ 
ened rebels, going about with slanders. 
They are brass and iron. All of them are 
corrupted. The bellows blows fiercely, 
the lead is consumed by the fire. But in 
vain does the founder refine, for the 
dross is not separated.” Rejected silver 
they call them, because the Lord has re¬ 
jected them. 

EVIL FROM THE NORTH 

“tell it in judah and let it be known 
in Jerusalem, and say: Blow the shofar 
through the land, cry aloud and say: 
Gather and let us go into the fortified 
cities. Raise up a standard toward 
Zion; assemble in a safe place; do not 
tarry; for I will bring evil from the 
north, a great destruction. A lion has 
come up from his thicket and a destroyer 
of nations has set out, gone forth from 
his place to make your land a desolation, 
so that your cities be laid waste, left with¬ 
out inhabitants. For this, gird on a sack¬ 
cloth, lament and wail, for the fierce 


anger of the Lord has not turned away 
from us. 

“See, he comes up like a cloud and his 
chariots are as the whirlwind; his horses 
are swifter than eagles. Woe to us for we 
are devastated. O Jerusalem, wash wick¬ 
edness from your heart that you may be 
saved. How long shall your evil thoughts 
lodge within you ? For hear, a voice calls 
out from Dan and a calamity is pro¬ 
claimed from the hills of Ephraim. Make 
it known to the nations, announce it to 
Jerusalem: Besiegers are coming from a 
distant land and their voices are raised 
against the cities of Judah. Like keepers 
of a field they ring her about. Your way, 
and your doings brought these things 
upon you. This is the fruit of your wick¬ 
edness. It is bitter and it pierces your 
heart.” 

Thus said the Lord: “Behold, a people 
comes from the north, a mighty nation 
shall be stirred up from the uttermost 
parts of the earth. They are armed with 
bow and spear. They are cruel and have 
no compassion. Their voice is the roaring 
of the sea. They ride upon horses arrayed 
as men for war against you, O daughter 


suffering, he waits patiently for sinners to repent, but eventually he 
punishes those who do not.” 
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of Zion.” When we only heard of them, 
our hands waxed feeble; anguish took 
hold of us and pain as a woman in tra¬ 
vail. “Go not in the field nor walk in the 
road, for there is the sword of the enemy 
and terror on every side. O daughter of 
My people, gird on sackcloth, wallow in 
ashes, and mourn as for an only son, 
most bitter lamentation, for the spoiler 
shall come suddenly upon us.” 

THE ANGUISHED OUTCRY 

my innards ! My innards! O the walls of 
my heart! My heart moans within me. 

I cannot keep silent because I heard the 
sound of the shofar, the alarm of war. Ca¬ 
lamity follows calamity, the whole coun¬ 
try is despoiled. Suddenly my tents are 
utterly destroyed. [12] In an instant the 
curtains of my tent are ruined. How long 
shall I see my standard, shall I hear the 
sound of the shofar ? It is because My peo¬ 
ple are foolish; they know Me not. They 
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are stupid children and have no under¬ 
standing. They are wise to do evil, but 
ignorant to do good. 

I looked at the earth and it was waste 
and void; and the heavens had no light. 
I looked at the mountains, and they 
trembled and all the hills swayed. I look¬ 
ed and there was no man and all the 
birds of heaven had fled. I looked and 
the fruitful field was a wilderness and all 
the cities were rubble because of His 
fierce anger. But, thus said the Lord: 
“The whole land shall be desolated, yet 
will I not make a full end.” 

I try to overcome my sorrow, but my 
heart aches within me. Behold the cry of 
the daughter of my people from a far off 
land: “Is not the Lord in Zion? Is not her 
King in her?”—“Why have they an¬ 
gered Me with their graven images and 
with foreign vanities?”—“The harvest is 
past, the summer is ended, and we are 
not saved.” 


[12] my tents are utterly destroyed : Rabbi Elijah remarks that as 
tents collapse when the pegs are removed, so by having its scholars 
murdered the tent of Israel was destroyed. None remained to teach the 
people the Law what was permitted and forbidden, so Israel ceased to 
be a holy community. 

The cornerstone of a society is its laws and ethical precepts; without them 
the entire edifice of the society collapses. 
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NO BALM IN GILEAD 

The calamity which overtook my 
people broke my heart; 

Gloom and desolation have envel¬ 
oped me. 

Is there no balm in Gilead ? 

Is there no physician there? 

Why is there no recovery for 
my people? 

I would that my head turned into 
water, 

And my eyes into a fountain of tears 
That I might weep day and night 
for the slain of my people. 

Woe is me for my hurt! 

How grievous is my wound! 

I thought this but a sickness 
Which I could bear, 

But my tent is cut down 
And all its cords are broken; 

My children are gone from me, 

And they are no more; 

There is none to pitch my tent 
again, 

And to spread my tent flaps, 

For the shepherds are become brut¬ 
ish, 

And have not inquired of the Lord. 

O Lord, I know that a man’s way is 
not his own; 

It is not [always] in man’s power to 


direct his steps as he walks. 

O Lord, punish me, but in judgment, 
Not in anger, lest Thou bring me to 
nothing. 

Pour out Thy wrath upon the na¬ 
tions that know Thee not, 

And upon the families that invoke 
not Thy name; 

For they have devoured Jacob, 
They have consumed him, 

And have made his habitation des¬ 
olate. 

JOSIAH AND THE SCROLL 

josiah was eight years old when he be¬ 
gan to reign, and he reigned thirty-one 
years in Jerusalem. He did right in the 
eyes of the Lord, and walked in the way 
of David. 

In the eighteenth year of King Josiah, 
the king sent Shaphan, the scribe, to the 
House of the Lord saying: “Go to Hil- 
kiah, the High Priest, and see that he 
shall take money which the keepers of 
the doors have gathered from the people 
and deliver it into the hands of the work¬ 
ers who have supervision of the House 
of the Lord, that they may hire the car¬ 
penters, the builders, and the masons, to 
make repairs on the House.” 

Now when they brought out the mon¬ 
ey that had been taken to the House of 
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the Lord, Hilkiah, the priest, found a 
scroll of the Torah of the Lord given to 
Moses. 

Then Hilkiah said to Shaphan, the 
scribe: “I have found the scroll of the 
Torah in the House of the Lord.” Then 
Shaphan carried the scroll to the king, 
and said: “Hilkiah, the priest, has given 
me a scroll.” Then Shaphan read it before 
the king. 

And the king commanded Hilkiah, 
the priest, and Shaphan, the scribe: “Go 
inquire of the Lord for me and for all 
Judah concerning the words of this book 
that is found; for great is the anger of 
the Lord against us, because our fathers 
have not hearkened to the words of this 
scroll, to do all in it that is written con¬ 
cerning us.” 

So Hilkiah and Shaphan went to Hul- 
dah, the prophetess, the wife of Shallum, 
the son of Tikvah. And she said to them: 
“Thus says the Lord: Tell the man that 
sent you to me: Behold, I will bring evil 
upon this place because they have for¬ 
saken Me, and have sacrificed to other 
gods. My wrath shall be kindled against 
this place, and it shall not be quenched. 
But to the king of Judah who sent you to 
inquire of the Lord, say to him: The 
Lord, God of Israel, says: Because your 
heart was tender and you did humble 


yourself before the Lord when you heard 
what I spoke against this place and its 
people, that they should become an as¬ 
tonishment and a curse, and have rent 
your clothes and wept before Me, I have 
also heard you. Therefore, I will gather 
you to your fathers in peace, neither shall 
your eyes see all the evil which I will 
bring upon this place.” And they brought 
back word to the king. 

A COVENANT BEFORE THE LORD 

then the king gathered all the elders 
of Judah and Jerusalem. The king went 
up to the House of the Lord, together 
with all the men of Judah, and all the 
priests and prophets, and all the people 
small and great, and he read in their 
hearing all the words of the scroll of the 
covenant which was found in the House 
of the Lord. 

Then the king stood on a platform, 
and made a covenant before the Lord, 
to follow the Lord and keep His com¬ 
mands, His decrees and His statutes, 
with all his heart, and with all his 
soul, and to confirm the words of the 
covenant that were written in this scroll. 
And all the people accepted the cov¬ 
enant, and did according to the cove¬ 
nant of the God of their fathers. 
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II KINGS 23:4, 5, 10 


JOSIAH S REFORMS 

then the king commanded the priests 
to bring out of the Temple of the Lord 
all the vessels which were made for the 
Baal and the Asherah, and he burned 
them outside Jerusalem, in the limekilns 


at Kidron. He also did away with those 
idolatrous priests whom the kings of 
Judah had ordained to offer sacrifices to 
the Baal, to the sun, to the moon, and 
to all the host of heaven. He destroyed 
the Topheth which was in the valley of 
Ben-Hinnom, so that no man might 
make his son or daughter pass through 
the fire of Molech. 


in? nsi 113 n$ tp -I'ayn*? ’n*?? 1 ? ,Dirrjg ’13 ip; nonn ns sapi 




7* JEREMIAH 


[5-26] II CHRONICLES [35, 36] LAMENTATIONS [4] 


JEREMIAH AND THE COVENANT 

all judah and Jerusalem mourned for 
Josiah. And Jeremiah lamented after 
him: “The breath of our nostrils, the 
anointed of the Lord, of whom we said, 
‘ Under H is shadow shall we live among 
the nations,’ was trapped in their pit. But 
weep not for him that is dead, neither 
bemoan him.” 

Then the people took Jehoahaz, the 
son of Josiah, and made him king in his 
father’s place. Jehoahaz was twenty- 
three years old when he began to rule; 


and he reigned three months in Jerusa¬ 
lem. Then [Necoh] the king of Egypt 
deposed him and fined the land a hun¬ 
dred talents of silver and a talent of gold. 
The king ot Egypt made his brother 
Eliakim king over Judah and Jerusalem 
and changed his name to Jehoiakim. And 
Necoh took Jehoahaz, his brother, and 
carried him away to Egypt. 

[And Jeremiah said:] “But weep bit¬ 
terly for him that goes away, for he shall 
return no more. For thus said the Lord 
concerning Jehoahaz who went forth 
into exile: ‘He shall not return here any 
more, but he shall die in the place to 
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JEREMIAH 22: 12; II CHRONICLES 36 : 5 ; JEREMIAH 11 : 6, 9-II, I 4 ; 7 ^ 7 > 1.8 


which they have taken him captive, and 
he shall see this land no more.’ ” 

Jehoiakim was twenty-five years old 
when he began to reign. He reigned 
eleven years in Jerusalem and he did evil 
in the sight of the Lord. 

The Lord said to me: “Proclaim all 
these words in the cities of Judah and 
in the streets of Jerusalem, saying: 
‘Hear the words of the covenant and 
do them.’” But they did not observe 
them. 

The Lord said to me: “Treason is 
found among the men of Judah and 
among the inhabitants of Jerusalem. 
They have turned back [i] to the sins of 
their forefathers, who refused to hear My 
words; they have run after other gods 


to serve them. They have broken My 
covenant which I made with their fa¬ 
thers. Therefore will I bring disaster 
upon them which they shall not be able 
to escape. Though they shall cry to Me, 
I shall not listen to them. 

And you! Do not pray for this peo- 
ple, [2] neither lift up a cry [3] on their 
behalf, because I will not listen to them 
when they cry to Me in time of their 
distress. 

JERUSALEM CORRUPTED 

see you not what they do in the cities 
of Judah and in the streets of Jerusalem? 
The children gather wood [4] and the 
fathers make the fire, and the women 



[1] they have turned back: The greatest sinner is he who regrets his 
former goodness. 



[2] do not pray for this people : He who is compassionate when he 
should be severe ends by being severe when he should be compassionate. 



[3] neither lift up a cry : Have you done good to the evil? Then you 
have done evil. 


[4] the children gather wood : Everyone, men, women and children, 
take part in the rites of idolatry. 
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knead the dough, to make cakes to the 
queen of heaven, [5] and to pour out 
drink offerings to other gods, that they 
may provoke Me to anger. Do they 
provoke Me? said the Lord. Do they not 
provoke themselves to the confusion of 
their own faces ? My anger and My fury 
[6] shall be poured out upon this place: 
upon man, upon beasts, upon the trees 
in the field and upon the fruit of the 


land; and it shall burn without being 
quenched. 

Wander through the streets of Jeru¬ 
salem, look and see, search her squares; 
if you can find a man, [7] if there is one 
who does justice and seeks truth, then I 
will forgive her. Even when they swear, 
“As the Lord lives,” they swear falsely. 
O Lord, are not Your eyes looking for 
truth? You have stricken them, [8] but 



[5] queen of heaven i Probably Ishtar, the goddess of Babylon, and also a 
reference to Babylonian astrology. 


[6 ] my anger and my fury : God’s moral indignation at Israel’s sinfulness 
is so great that He will punish men, animals and land. 



[7] if you can find a man : When the Lord saw that the sins of Sodom 
and Gomorrah had grown so heinous that the cities would have to be 
destroyed, lest they corrupt the rest of the world, He told Abraham of 
His intention so that the Patriarch might plead for them. When the 
Lord saw the great iniquity of Jerusalem which He had to punish, He 
told Jeremiah to search out even a single just man, because He wanted 
Jeremiah to be able to plead the cause of Jerusalem. 



[8] you have stricken them i Maimonides points out that the man who 
remains unaware of wrongdoing, and does not consider repentance, 
cannot see or understand the great order of law in nature and society. 
People’s belief that their troubles are mere accidents impels them to 
continue in their evil ideas and wicked behavior. 
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JEREMIAH 5:3-5, 26-29 


they were not affected. You almost de¬ 
stroyed them, but they did not heed the 
warning. They made their faces harder 
than rock, and have refused to repent. 

I said: “They are poor people, [9] 
they are foolish, and they know not the 
ways of the Lord, nor the ordinances of 
their God. I will go to the great ones 
[10] and speak to them, for they know 
the ways of the Lord, and the ordinances 
of their God.” But they too have broken 
the yoke and burst the bonds. [11] They 


pry, as fowlers lie in wait; they set a 
trap, they catch men. As a cage is full of 
birds, so are their houses full of deceit, 
therefore they became great and rich. 
They grew fat and sleek, they over¬ 
stepped all bounds of wickedness. [12] 
They did not plead the cause of the fa¬ 
therless and did not defend the rights of 
the needy. Shall I not punish them for 
these things, said the Lord; shall not My 
soul be avenged on such a nation as 
this? 


[9] they are poor people: Jeremiah pleads that poverty and ignorance 
have made the people sin. 

[10] to the great ones : Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai said: “Happy is that 
generation whose leaders bring atonement for its unintended sins. If 
the leader does so, the common man will surely do likewise. And if 
they atone for their unintended sins, how much more readily will they 
repent for their deliberate transgressions.” 

«•§ t 11 ! burst the bonds : The people have thrown off the restraints of religion 
and morality; the yoke of Torah is broken and the bonds of God’s command¬ 
ments. 

[12J BOUNDS of wickedness : Rabbi Johanan ben Nuri said: “The art of 
the evil inclination (yetzer hara) is that today it says to man: Do this! 
and the next day, Do that! until at last it commands: Worship other 
gods! And then man obeys and does that.” 
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THE FIERCE ENEMY 

the house of Israel and the house of 
Judah committed treason against Me, 
says the Lord. They have denied the 
Lord and said: “It is not from Him that 
comes evil [or good], neither shall we 
see sword or famine. And the prophets 
are mere wind, no true word is in them. 
As they have spoken to us, so let it be 
done to them.” Therefore, says the Lord, 
God of the host, because they have spok¬ 
en this word, I will make My word in 
your mouth fire and this people wood, 
and it shall devour them . 

O house of Israel, said the Lord, I shall 
bring upon you a nation from afar, a 
mighty nation, an ancient nation, a na¬ 
tion whose language you do not know, 
so you will not understand what they 
say. Their quiver is an open grave, they 
are all mighty warriors. They shall eat 


up your harvest and your bread; they 
shall eat up your sons [13] and daughters; 
they shall eat up your flocks and your 
herds; they shall eat up your vines and 
your fig-trees. They shall batter down 
your fortified cities in which you trust. 
But even in those days I shall not destroy 
you completely. 

When men shall ask you, “Why is it 
that the Lord, our God, does all these 
things to us?” you shall say to them: 
“Thus said the Lord: As you have for¬ 
saken Me and served strange gods in 
your land, so shall you serve strangers in 
a land that is not yours.” 

THE TEMPLE SHALL BE DESTROYED 

the word that came to Jeremiah from 
the Lord, saying: “Stand in the gate of 
the Lord’s house and proclaim there this 
word: Hear the word of the Lord, all 
you men of Judah, who enter this gate 


13] they shall eat up your sons : Our Sages ask what the relationship 
is between eating up the harvest and bread, and eating up sons and 
daughters. Rabbi Jonathan explains: “If a man deprives another man of 
his property, he is in a sense depriving him of his life.” 

In taking another man’s food, clothing, shelter and means of livelihood 
away, one may not only kill him, but kill his children as well. 
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JEREMIAH 7 : 2-14 


to worship the Lord. Thus said the Lord 
of the host, the God of Israel: 

Amend your ways and your doings 
and I will let you dwell in this land. Trust 
not in such lying words as: “The tem¬ 
ple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, 
the temple of the Lord.” [14] These are 
deceptive words. If you will thoroughly 
amend your ways and your doings, if 
you see justice done between a man and 
his neighbor, if you oppress not the 
stranger, the fatherless and the widow, 
and shed no innocent blood in this land, 
and do not follow other gods to your 
own injury, [15] then will I let you dwell 
in this place, in the land I gave to your 
fathers, forever and ever. But you trust 
in lying words which are of no value. 


Will you steal, murder, commit all 
kinds of sin, swear falsely, and sacrifice 
to Baal, and follow after gods whom you 
know not? Then you come and stand 
before Me in this house which bears My 
name and say: “We are safe, safe to do 
all these abominations.” Is this house 
which bears My name become a den of 
thieves in your eyes? Go now to My 
place which was in Shiloh, [16] where 
first I caused My name to dwell and see 
what I did to it, because of the wicked¬ 
ness of My people Israel. Now, because 
you did the same deeds, I spoke to you 
again, and you did not listen. I called, 
but you did not answer. Therefore, will 
I do to this house which bears My name, 
in which you trust, and to the land which 



[14] the temple of the lord : Unless the people mend their ways, cease to 
sin and begin to do justice, the presence of the Temple among them will not 
save them from destruction and disaster. They will be punished and driven 
from the land. 


15] to your own injury: To follow false gods is to follow false values; to 
live by those false values is to do yourself irreparable injury. 



[16] shiloh: Once before, when Israel transgressed, the Lord had destroyed 
His sanctuary at Shiloh. If Israel continues to make the Lord’s house a den of 
thieves, He will not hesitate to destroy the Temple. 
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I gave to you and to your fathers, as I 
have done to Shiloh. [17] I will cast you 
out of My sight as I have cast out your 
brethren, the children of Ephraim. 

FALSE PROPHETS 

both prophet and priest [i8] are un¬ 
godly. Yes, in My house, have I found 
their wickedness, says the Lord. And I 
have seen unseemliness in the prophets 
of Samaria: They prophesied by Baal 
and caused My people Israel to err. But 
in the prophets of Jerusalem I have seen 
a horrible thing: They commit adultery 
and walk in lies and they strengthen the 
hands of evil-doers, so that none returns 
from his wickedness. From the prophets 
of Jerusalem ungodliness is gone forth 
into all the land. 


I have not sent these prophets, yet 
they ran; I have not spoken to them, yet 
they prophesied. But if they have stood 
in My council, then let them cause My 
people to hear My words, and turn them 
from their evil ways and from the evil 
of their doings. 

GOOD DEEDS NOT SACRIFICES 

hear, o earth, I will bring a calamity 
upon this people, the fruit of their own 
scheming, [19] because they have not 
given heed to My words and have re¬ 
jected My teaching. Of what value to 
Me is the frankincense that comes from 
Sheba, and the sweet cane from a far 
country? I do not desire your burnt- 
offerings, [20] and your sacrifices are not 
pleasing to Me. 



[17] as 1 have done to shiloh : From the day the Temple was des¬ 
troyed, God knows no laughter. 


[18] both prophet and priest: False prophets and corrupt priests have led 
the people astray and have themselves set evil examples. 



[19] the fruit of their own scheming : Calamity will come to Israel as the 
result of its own sins, its failure to walk in the ways of the Lord amd His Torah. 


[20] your burnt-offerings : He who practices charity is more virtuous 
than all the sacrifices. 
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JEREMIAH 7:22, 23 ; 3 O -34 


For on the day I brought your fathers 
out of the land of Egypt, I did not speak 
to them, nor commanded them, about 
burnt-offerings or sacrifices. But this I 
commanded them, saying: “ Listen to 
My voice and I will be Your God and 
you shall be My people. You walk in all 
the ways I command you that it may be 
well with you.” 

For the children of Judah have done 
that which is evil in My sight, said the 
Lord; they have set their detestable 
things in the house whereon My name is 
called, to defile it. And they have built 
the high places of Topheth, which is in 
the valley of the son of Hinnom, to burn 


their sons [21] and their daughters in the 
fire; which I commanded not, neither 
came it into My mind. Therefore, be¬ 
hold, the days come when it shall be no 
longer called Topheth, but the valley of 
slaughter; for they shall bury in Topheth 
for lack of room. And the carcasses of 
this people shall be food for the fowls of 
the heaven, and for the beasts of the 
earth; and none shall frighten them 
away. Then will I cause to cease from 
the cities of Judah and from the streets of 
Jerusalem the voice of mirth and the 
voice of gladness, the voice of the bride¬ 
groom and the voice of the bride; and 
and the land shall be desolate. 


[ 21 ] to burn their sons: The citizens of Jerusalem taunted Jeremiah 
by saying: “Did not the Lord command the Patriarch Abraham to 
sacrifice his beloved son Isaac as a burnt-offering ? (Genesis 22 : 2 ) Did not 
Jephthah vow to give as a burnt-offering the first thing that came out of 
his house to greet him, and then sacrifice his only daughter to the Lord ? 
(Judges 11:31, 39) Did not Mesha, king of Moab, sacrifice his eldest 
son for a burnt-offering on the walls of his city?” (II Kings 3 127). 

To which the prophet replied: “The Lord never commanded Jeph¬ 
thah to sacrifice his daughter. He never spoke to the pagan king of Moab. 
Nor did it come to His mind that Abraham should sacrifice Isaac. The 
Lord wished only to test Abraham.” 

The Lord tested Abraham and Isaac in the akedah specifically to warn 
Israel against child sacrifice and to prohibit it. Child sacrifice was one of the 
“ways of the nations ” against which the prophets warned most vehemently. 
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THE EARTHEN FLASK 

thus said the lord to Jeremiah: “Go 
and buy a potter’s earthen flask and take 
with you the elders of the people and the 
elders of the priests. Then go out to the 
valley of Ben-Hinnom and you shall 
say: Hear the words of the Lord, [22] O 
king of Judah, and inhabitants of Jeru¬ 
salem. I will bring disaster on this place 
that whoever hears it, his ears shall ring, 
because you have forsaken Me and have 
desecrated this place and offered sacrifices 
to other gods and filled this place with 
the blood of the innocent. 

“Then you [Jeremiah] shall break the 
flask in the sight of the men that went 
with you, and you shall say to them: 
‘Thus said the Lord of the host: As one 
breaks an earthen vessel that cannot be 
made whole again, so will I break this 
people and this city.’” 

When Jeremiah came from Topheth 
where the Lord had sent him, he stood in 
the court of the Lord’s house and said to 
all the people: “Thus said the Lord, the 
God of Israel: I will bring upon this city 
and all the towns [around it] the great 


calamity that I have pronounced against 
them because the people have made 
their necks stiff that they might not listen 
to My words.” 

Now when Pashhur the priest, the son 
of Immer, who was the chief officer in 
the house of the Lord, heard Jeremiah 
prophesying these things, Pashhur struck 
Jeremiah the prophet and put him into 
the stocks. Then Jeremiah said: “Thus 
said the Lord: I will make you a terror 
to yourself and to all your friends. They 
shall fall by the sword of their enemies, 
and you shall see them fall. I will also 
give all Judah into the hand of the king 
of Babylon, and he shall carry them 
captive to Babylon or shall slay them. 
And you, Pashhur, and all your house¬ 
hold, shall go into exile. You shall be 
brought to Babylon and there you shall 
die and there you shall be buried, you 
and all your friends to whom you have 
prophesied falsely.” 

THE TRIAL 

in the beginning of the reign of Jehoia- 
kim, the son of Josiah, king of Judah 
came the word of the Lord [to Jere- 


[22] hear the words of the lord : God does not punish unless He 
first gives warning. 
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miah], saying: “[Now] stand in the 
court of the Lord’s house and speak to all 
the people of Judah who come to wor¬ 
ship in the house of the Lord, all that I 
commanded you to speak to them, do 
not keep back a single word.” 

When Jeremiah had finished speaking 
all the Lord had commanded him to 
speak, the priests and the [false] prophets 
laid hold of him and said: “You shall 
surely die. How dare you prophesy in 
the name of the Lord that his house shall 
become like Shiloh and this city desolate, 
without an inhabitant?” 

When the princes of Judah heard this, 
they came up from the king’s house to 
the house of the Lord and sat in the en¬ 
trance of the new gate of the Lord’s 
house. Then the priests and the [false] 
prophets spoke to the princes and to all 
the people, saying: “This man deserves 
death, for he has prophesied against this 
city, as the people have heard with their 
own ears.” 

Then Jeremiah said to all the princes 
and to all the people: “The Lord sent me 
to prophesy against this house and against 
this city, all the words that you have 
heard. Therefore, now, amend your 


JEREMIAH 26:2, 8, 15, 17-19, 16 

ways and your doings, and heed the 
voice of the Lord, your God; then the 
Lord will repent [23] of the evil which 
He has pronounced against you. As for 
me, I am in your hands; do with me 
whatever you think is right and proper. 
Only you should know that, if you put 
me to death, you will bring innocent 
blood upon yourself and upon the city, 
for in truth the Lord has sent me to 
speak all the words in your ears.” 

DEFENSE AND PROSECUTION 

then some of the elders of the land rose 
up and spoke to all the assembly, saying : 
“Micah, the Morashtite, prophesied in 
the days of Hezekiah, king of Judah, and 
he [also] said: ‘Zion shall be plowed like 
a field and Jerusalem shall become a heap 
of ruins, and the mountains of the house 
of the Lord a high place in the forest.’ 
Did Hezekiah, king of Judah, put him 
to death? He feared the Lord and en¬ 
treated Him, and the Lord repented of 
the evil which He pronounced against 
them. This man does not deserve death 
because he has spoken to us in the name 
of the Lord our God.” 


[23] the lord will repent: Even in His anger the Lord remembers to 
send a share of His mercies. 
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[But the other elders said:] “There was 
another man who prophesied in the 
name of the Lord. Uriah, the son of 
Shemaiah, also prophesied against this 
city and against this land, just as Jeremiah 
has prophesied. Then Jehoiakim, the 
king, and all his valiant men, and all the 
princes heard it, and the king sought to 
put him to death. Uriah heard of it and 


fled to Egypt. But Jehoiakim, the king, 
sent men to Egypt and they fetched 
Uriah from Egypt and brought him be¬ 
fore King Jehoiakim who had him slain 
with the sword and cast his dead body 
in a grave in the public burying ground.” 

But Ahikam, [24] the son of Shaphan, 
protected Jeremiah and saved him from 
those who wanted to put him to death. 



[24] ahikam : Ahikam was one of the men Josiah sent with the scroll to con¬ 
sult the prophetess Huldah when it was discovered in the wall of the Temple. 
Ahikam protected Jeremiah, as did his son Gedaliah, later governor ofJudah 
under Babylon. 
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A KING MUST BE RIGHTEOUS 

thus said the lord: “Go down to the 
house of the king of Judah and speak 
there these words, saying: ‘Hear the 
word of the Lord, O King of Judah, who 
sits on the throne of David. You and 


your servants and the people who enter 
this gate. Thus said the Lord: Do justice 
[i] and righteousness, deliver the op¬ 
pressed from the hand of the oppressor. 
Do no wrong, do no violence to the 
stranger, [2] the fatherless nor to the 
widow; neither shed innocent blood in 
this place. If you do these things, then 


[1] do justice: When mercy is not a part of justice, the world is over¬ 
come by hunger. 

[2] to the stranger: In ancient times strangers were the subject of hostility 
and suspicion, and this still remains true in many parts of the world. The 
Bible was especially concerned to protect the rights and privileges of strangers. 
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shall there enter by the gate of this house 
kings sitting upon the throne of David, 
riding in chariots and on horses, he and 
his servants and his people. But if you do 
not heed these words, I swear by My¬ 
self, [3] says the Lord, that this house 
shall become desolation.’ 

“Woe to him [4] who builds his house 
by unrighteousness and his chamber by 
injustice, that makes his neighbor work 
without wages [5] and give him not his 
hire, that says, ‘I shall build me a spacious 
house with roomy chambers, wide win¬ 
dows, paneled with cedar and painted 
with vermilion.’ Would you play the 


king by vying with other kings in cedar ? 
Your father ate and drank [6] and also 
did justice and righteousness. Then was 
it all well with him. He defended the 
poor and needy; it was well with him. 
Is this not to know me? [7] says the Lord. 
But your eyes and your heart are set on 
nothing but your covetousness, on shed¬ 
ding innocent blood, on oppression and 
on violence. Therefore said the Lord 
concerning Jehoiakim, the son of Josiah, 
king of Judah: They shall not lament for 
him. He shall be buried with the burial 
of a donkey, dragged and cast out be¬ 
yond the gates of Jerusalem.” 


[3] swear by myself: This is the most awesome vow that may be sworn in 
Scripture. It is, in fact, a metaphor for God declaring His ethical nature and 
purpose. 




[4] woe to him : Censure of King Jehoiakim. 

[5] work without wages : The prophets all condemned forced labor. Even 
the king was prohibited from requiring work without wages, though many of 
the kings violated the prohibition. 


[6] ate and drank : Josiah concentrated on the ethical duties of a king, not 
on the material comforts and luxuries of monarchy. 

[7] is this not to know me The moral nucleus of Judaism: To do justice, 
to behave righteously, to protect the poor, is to know God. 
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THE BURNED SCROLL 

in the fourth year of Jehoiakim, the 
son of Josiah, king of Judah, this word 
came to Jeremiah from the Lord: “Take 
a scroll and write on it all the prophecies 
I have spoken to you against Israel, 
against Judah and against all the nations, 
from the first I spoke to you in the days 
of Josiah to this day. Perhaps when Judah 
will hear all the calamities which I propose 
to bring upon them, they may return 
from their evil ways [8] and I will forgive 
them their iniquity and their sins.” 

So Jeremiah called Baruch, the son of 
Neriah, and Baruch wrote upon a scroll 
from the mouth ofjeremiah all the proph¬ 
ecies which the Lord had spoken to 
him. Then Jeremiah said to Baruch: “I 
am forbidden from going into the house 
of the Lord. Therefore you go and read 
from the scroll the prophecies of “the 


JEREMIAH 36:1-6, 8, II, 14-16, 19 

Lord to the people in the Lord’s house 
who gather there upon a fast-day.” Ba¬ 
ruch did according to all that Jeremiah 
the prophet commanded him. 

When Micaiah had heard all the words 
that Baruch read, he told it all to the 
princes who were in the scribe’s cham¬ 
ber. Then they sent Jehudi, the son of 
Nethaniah, to Baruch, saying: “Take 
the scroll from which you read to the 
people and come to us.” So Baruch took 
the scroll in his hand and came to them, 
and read it to them. 

When they had heard it, they turned 
in fear to one another, and they asked: 
“Tell us, how did you write all this?” [9] 
Baruch answered them: “He pronounc¬ 
ed all these prophecies to me with his 
mouth and I wrote them with ink on the 
scroll.” The princes said to Baruch: “Go 
and hide yourself, you and Jeremiah, and 
let no man know where you are. And 
we will tell the king these prophecies.” 


[8 ] from their evil ways: He who justifies himself below is justified 
above. 

Those who live righteously and perform deeds of lovingkindness in this 
world will need no other justification in the world to come. 

t&S) [9] how did you write all this : To discover if the scroll contained 
the words of God, the princes asked Baruch if he had transcribed Jere¬ 
miah’s words exactly. Baruch told them that he had. 
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They deposited the scroll in the cham¬ 
ber of Elishama the scribe and they came 
to the king in the court and told him the 
whole matter. Then the king sent Jehudi 
to bring the scroll. Jehudi went and 
brought the scroll and read it before the 
king and all the princes. 

Now the king was sitting in the win¬ 
ter-house because it was the ninth month 
of the year. [10] The fire of the brazier 
was burning before him. And when 
Jehudi had read three or four columns, 
the king would cut it off with a penknife 
and cast it into the fire [11] that was in 
the brazier until the whole scroll was 
consumed in the fire. Elnathan and De- 
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laiah and Gemariah entreated the king 
not to burn the scroll, but he would not 
listen to them. And the king commanded 
that Baruch the scribe and Jeremiah the 
prophet be taken, but the Lord hid 
them. 

THE PLOT AGAINST JEREMIAH 

I WAS LIKE A DOCILE lamb that is led to the 
slaughter. I knew not [12] that they plot¬ 
ted against me: “Let us put poison that 
kills into his food and let us cut him off 
from the land of the living that his name 
may be no more remembered.” The 
men of Anathoth [13] that sought my 


[10] the ninth month: About the same time as our month of December. 
This month was subsequently called Kislev in the Jewish calendar. 



[11] cast it into the fire : When a great man says something which 
appears illogical, do not laugh at it. Instead, try to understand it. 


[12] 1 knew not : A man who intends to do evil to others does not gener¬ 
ally reveal his intention, but God discloses it. 


**§ [ 13] the men of anathoth : Anathoth was a village of priests descended 
from Abiathar who had been expelled from the Temple by King 
Solomon. People considered the priests of Anathoth rejected, and only 
the poorest folk brought them their sacrifices. As a result they were so 
poor they often had to beg to live. 
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JEREMIAH III2I, 20; l8:i8-20 


life said: “You shall not prophesy [14] 
in the name of the Lord lest you die by 
our hands.” But, Lord of hosts who 
judges righteously, who tests the heart 
and the innermost thoughts and feelings: 
Let me see Your vengeance on them, for 
to You I have revealed my cause. 

Then they said: “Come let us hatch a 
plot against Jeremiah; for instruction 
shall not perish [15] from the priest nor 


counsel from the wise nor prophecy 
from the prophet. Come, let us malign 
him [16] and let us pay no heed to his 
prophecies.” 

Give heed to me, O Lord, and listen 
to the voice of those that contend with 
me. Shall evil be repaid for good? They 
have dug a pit for my life. Remember 
how I stood before You to speak good 
for them, [17] to turn away Your wrath 


When Josiah destroyed all the high places in Judah, the one at Anathoth 
was among them. Jeremiah’s support of Josiah’s reform earned him the enmity 
of his neighbors, not only because their shrine was desecrated but because they 
were thereby deprived of their meager livelihood. 

[14] you shall not prophesy: Tyrannies always try to suppress free 
speech, by threat of death, by slander, by entrapment, by any devious or du¬ 
bious means at hand which seems to them effective. 

[15] for instruction shall not perish: The people thought they had no 
need of Jeremiah’s prophecy, instruction or counsel; they considered themselves 
and their wise men sufficiently instructed and enlightened. 

16] let us malign him: God accepts repentance for all sins, except 
that of abusing another with a bad name. 

[17] speak good for them : The ideal man has the strength of a male 
and the compassion of a female. 

Jeremiah had often, out of compassion, intercededfor them with God. 
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from them. You, Lord, know all their 
schemes against me to kill me. Forgive 
not their iniquity and do not blot out 
their sins from Your sight. Deal with 
them in the time of Your anger. 

MAN OF CONTENTION 

O Lord, You have enticed me and I 
was enticed, [18] 

You have overpowered me and 
have prevailed; [19] 

I have become the laughingstock 
all the day long, 

Everyone mocks me. 

As often as I speak, I cry out, 

I cry: ‘Violence and spoil’; 


Because the word of the Lord is 
made 

A reproach and a derision all the day 
long. 

If I say: ‘I will not make mention of 
His name, 

Nor speak any more in His name,’ 
Then it is in my heart as if it were a 
burning fire 
Shut up in my bones. 

I weary myself to hold it in, 

But I cannot endure it. [20] 

For I have heard the whispering of 
many, 

Terror on every side: [21] 
‘Denounce, [22] and we will de¬ 
nounce him’; 



[18] 1 was enticed : If a man merits it, he will serve; if not, he will be 
lost. 



[19] and have prevailed : Though Jeremiah was reluctant, the Lord pre¬ 
vailed on him to accept his prophetic mission. 



[20] 1 cannot endure it : The prophet would as soon leave the words of his 
prophecy unsaid, but they burn inside him until he must speak them out. 


[21] terror on every side: Better to be with those who are persecuted 
than with those who are the persecutors. 


[22] denounce: He who secretly informs against his fellowman has 
no share of the world to come. 
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jeremiah 20: io, 14, 17, 18; 15 :10; 12:1-3 ; 23 :23, 24 


Even of all my familiar friends, 

Them that watch for my halt¬ 
ing: [23] 

‘Perhaps he will be enticed [24] and 
we shall prevail against him, 

And we shall take our revenge on 
him.’ 

PROPHET OF STRIFE 

Cursed be the day wherein I was 
bom ; 

The day wherein my mother bore 
me, 

Let it not be blessed. 

Why did He not let me die in the 
womb, 

So that my mother would have 
been my grave? 

Why did I come forth from the 
womb 

To see trouble and sorrow, 

That my days should be consumed 
in shame? 


Woe is me, my mother, that you 
bore me, 

A man of strife and a man of con¬ 
tention to the whole earth! 

Right would You be, O Lord, 

Were I to contend with You, 

Yet will I reason with You: 

Why does the way of the wicked 
prosper? 

Why are all those secure who deal 
very treacherously? 

You have planted them, yes, they 
have taken root; 

They grow, yes, they bring forth 
fruit; 

You are near in their mouth, 

And far from their reins. [25] 

THE LORD’S REPLY 

Am I a God near at hand, says the 
Lord, 

And not a God afar off? 

Can any hide himself in secret places 



[23] for my halting: Watching for Jeremiah to make a misstep. 


[24] he will be enticed : Hoping that Jeremiah will be provoked into rash 
acts or intemperate outbursts, so they can be revenged on him. 



[25] from their reins: God created the evil impluse (yetzer hara), but 
also provided the Torah as its antidote. 


.•nna ’rr “?x ’ax ’inYr ttfx ar ,ia ’rn 1 ?: 

' T ■ T • • • ! ' 


Dvn nna 

v t 


JEREMIAH 23:24; 17:9, 10, 7, 8; 15:15, 17, 18, 16 


81 


That I shall not see him? 

The heart is deceitful above all 
things, 

And it is exceeding weak—who 
can know it ? 

I, the Lord, search the heart, 

I try the reins, 

Even to give every man according 
to his ways, 

According to the fruits of his doings. 

Blessed is the man that trusts in the 
Lord , 

And whose trust the Lord is. 

For he shall be as a tree planted by 
the waters, 

And that spreads out its roots by the 
river, 

And shall not see when heat comes, 

But its foliage shall be luxuriant; 

And shall not be anxious in the 
years of drought, 

Neither shall cease from yielding 
fruit. 


THE HEART REJOICES 

O Lord, remember me and think of 
me, 

And avenge me of my persecutors; 

Know that for Your sake I have 
suffered reproach. 

I sat not in the company of them 
that made merry and rejoiced; 

I sat alone [26] because of Your 
hand; 

For You have filled me with in¬ 
dignation. 

Why is my pain perpetual, 

And my wound incurable, so that 
it refuses to be healed ? 

But when Your words were found, 

I ate them; [27] 

And Your words were to me a joy 
and the rejoicing of my heart; 

Because Your name was called upon 
me, O Lord of hosts. 



[26] 1 sat alone: The prophet’s spirit and mission set him apart from other 
people. 


[27] 1 ate them: The prophet Ezekiel (2:9-10; 3:1-3) recounts the 
same experience: “And He said to me: ‘Son of man, eat this scroll and 
go and speak to the house of Israel.’ So I opened my mouth and I ate it; 
and it was in my mouth sweet as honey.” 

Though the life of the prophet may be bitter and his efforts thwarted, the 
words of the Lord and the consciousness of his mission are sweet and joyous. 
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JEREMIAH I4H-6, 23, 7-9, 10 


DROUGHT AND FAMINE 

the word of the lord came to Jeremiah 
concerning the drought. Judah mourns 
and her cities are ruined. They sit in 
black upon the ground and the wail from 
Jerusalem goes up [to heaven]. Their 
nobles send their servants for water. 
They come to the cisterns and find no 
water. They return with their vessels 
empty. They are ashamed and con¬ 
founded, and cover their heads. 

The tillers of the soil are dismayed 
because there is no rain in the land. 
The plowmen are abashed and cover 
their heads. The hind in the field calved 
and abandoned her young because there 
was no grass. The wild asses stood upon 
the high hills and gasped for air like croc¬ 
odiles; their eyes grew tired and glazed 
from looking for grass because there was 
none. 


Are there any among the vanities of 
the nations that can bring rain? Or can 
the heavens of themselves give show¬ 
ers? Is it not You, O Lord, our God, 
on whom we set our hope? For You 
have made all these things. O Lord, 
though our iniquities testify against us, 
do it for Your name’s sake. For our 
backslidings are many. We have sinned 
against You. O, the hope of Israel, its 
Savior in times of trouble, why should 
You be as a stranger in the land, and like 
a wayfarer who turns aside to lodge for 
a night? Why should You be as an as¬ 
tonished man, like a mighty man that 
cannot save? Yet, You, O Lord, are in 
the midst of us, and Your name is called 
upon us; leave us not. [28] 

THEY LOVE TO STRAY 

thus said the lord to this people: 
“They love to stray, [29] they have not 


[28] leave us not: If Israel repents out of the love of God, then Israel 
needs no cure; if Israel repents out of fear, then it must first be healed. 



[29] they love to stray : Because men are prompted by the evil impulse, 
because the way of the Torah is difficult if rewarding, they are often led to 
stray after false gods which are the work of their own hands and which do not 
require of them the effort and restraint, the justice and mercy, necessary to ap¬ 
proach the “image of God” within them. 
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restrained their feet. Therefore the Lord 
does not accept them. This time He will 
remember their guilt and punish their 
sin. And the Lord said to me: ‘Though 
Moses and Samuel stood before Me, I 
would show no favor toward this people. 
Send them out of My sight and let them 
go. And it shall come to pass when they 
say to you: Whither shall we go forth ? 
then you shall tell them: Thus said the 
Lord: Such as are for death, to death; 
and such as are for the sword, to the 
sword; and such as are for famine, to the 
famine; and such as are for captivity, to 
captivity.’ 

“Who shall have pity upon you, Jeru¬ 
salem? Who shall bemoan you? Who 
shall turn aside to ask of your welfare? 
You have rejected Me. You have gone 
backward; therefore I stretch out My 
hand against you and destroy you. I am 
weary of relenting.” 
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JEREMIAH BUYS A FIELD 

and jeremiah said: The word of the 
Lord came to me, saying, ‘Behold, Ha- 
namel, the son of Shallum your uncle, 
shall come to you saying: Buy my field 
that is in Anathoth; for the right of re¬ 
demption is yours to buy it.’ So Hana- 
mel, my uncle’s son, came to me in the 
court of the guard according to the word 
of the Lord. And I bought the field that 
was in Anathoth of Hanamel and weighed 
him the money, even seventeen shekels 
of silver. And I subscribed the deed 
and sealed it, and called witnesses, and 
weighed him the money in the balances. 
So I took the deed of the purchase, both 
that which was sealed, containing the 
terms and the conditions, and that which 
was open; and I delivered the deed of the 
purchase to Baruch the son of Neriah in 
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JEREMIAH 32:12-15 


the presence of Hanamel, my uncle’s 
son, and in the presence of witnesses 
that subscribed the deed of the purchase, 
before all the Jews that sat in the court 
of the guard. 

And I charged Baruch before them, 
saying: Thus said the Lord, God of 


Israel: ‘Take these deeds, both that 
which is sealed and that which is open 
and put them in an earthen vessel that 
they may continue many days. For thus 
said the Lord of hosts: Houses and fields 
and vineyards [30] shall yet again be 
bought in this land.’ 



[30] fields and vineyards: Long ago Rabban Gamaliel, Rabbi Elea- 
zar, Rabbi Joshua and Rabbi Akiba were coming up to Jerusalem after 
it had been conquered and destroyed by the Romans. As they arrived 
at Mt. Scopus, a fox ran out of the Holy of Holies and all fell to weeping 
except Rabbi Akiba, who was merry. The others said: “The place of 
which it was once written, ‘The common man who comes near it shall 
be put to death’ (Numbers 1:51) has now become a haunt of foxes. 
Should we not weep ? ” 

Rabbi Akiba answered: “For that reason I am merry. In the days of 
the First Temple the prophets Jeremiah, Uriah and Micah prophesied 
that Zion would be plowed like a field and Jerusalem would become a 
ruin and the mountain of the house of the Lord like the high places of a 
forest (Micah 3:12; Jeremiah 26:6, 18, 20). Those prophecies came to 
pass. Now, in the time of the Second Temple, the prophet Zechariah 
foretold: “Thus said the Lord of the host: There shall be old men and 
old women in the streets of Jerusalem... the streets shall be full of boys 
and girls playing” (Zechariah 8:4-5). Now that the first prophecy has 
come to pass, I am certain the second one will also be fulfilled. There¬ 
fore was I merry.” 

Then the three Sages thanked him, saying: “Akiba, you have com¬ 
forted us.” 
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BABYLON WILL RULE 

in the fourth year of Jehoiakim, the 
son of Josiah, king of Judah, that was in 
the first year of Nebuchadnezzar, king 
of Babylon, the word came to Jeremiah 
concerning Judah. Jeremiah the prophet 
spoke to all the people of Judah and to 
all the inhabitants of Jerusalem, saying: 


“From the thirteenth year of Josiah, the 
son of Amon, king of Judah, to this day, 
all these twenty-three years, the word of 
the Lord has come to me. I have spoken 
to you early and late, but you have not 
listened. The Lord has sent you all His 
servants, the prophets, early and late, 
and you did not incline your ears to 
hear. [1] [They urged you,] saying: 
‘Turn, I pray you, every one from his 


[1] your ears to hear: If you had not accepted My Law, says the 
Lord, I would not recognize you nor consider you more than any of 
the idolatrous peoples of the world. 
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JEREMIAH 25:5-12 


evil way and from his evil doings that 
you may dwell in the land that the Lord 
has given to you and to your fathers for 
ever and ever. Do not go after other 
gods to serve them and worship them 
and provoke Me not with the work of 
your hands, [2] and 1 will do you no 
hurt/” 

“But you did not listen to Me,” said 
the Lord, “Therefore, because you have 
not listened to My words, [3] I will send 
and will bring all the families of the 
north, and Nebuchadnezzar, the king of 
Babylon, My servant, [4] and I will 


bring them against this land and against 
its inhabitants and all the nations round 
about. I will utterly destroy them and 
will make them a horror, a scorn and a 
perpetual devastation. I will banish from 
among them the voice of mirth and the 
voice of gladness, the voice of the bride¬ 
groom and the voice of the bride, the 
sound of the millstones and the light of 
the lamp. [5] And this whole land shall 
be a desolation and a waste; and these 
nations shall serve the king of Babylon 
seventy years. [6] 

“And it shall come to pass when the 


[2] work of your hands i idols and material things. 

[3] to my words : If you have done God’s will as your will, then you 
have not done God’s will as His will. If you have done His will against 
your own will, only then have you done His will as His will. 

Only when you have struggled against your own evil impulse (yetzer 
hara) to do God’s commandments, have you performed His will. 



[4] my servant: Nebuchadnezzar and Babylon will be God’s instrument 
in punishing Israel for its transgressions. 


[5] light of the lamp : The Lord will destroy all the domestic pleasures and 
routine: birth, marriage, laughter, the sound of corn being ground between 
the millstones for bread, the light of the lamp which holds back the darkness. 

[6] seventy years : Even if Israel is in exile, if it studies Torah and 
walks in its ways, it is as if it were not in exile. 
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seventy years are accomplished, [then] 
will I punish [7] the king of Babylon and 
that nation for their guilt. I will make 
the land of the Chaldeans desolate for 
ever. I will bring upon the land all My 
words which I promised against it. They 
also shall serve mighty nations and great 
kings. I will repay them according to 
their deeds and the work of their hands.” 

THE OPPRESSORS JUDGED 

thus said to me the Lord, God of Israel: 
“Take this cup of the wine of fury [8] 
from My hand and make all the nations 
to whom I send you to drink it. They 
shall drink and reel and be like madmen 
because of the sword that I will send 
among them. You shall say to them: 
Thus said the Lord, the God of Israel: 
Drink until you are drunk and vomit 


and fall to rise no more, because of the 
sword which I will send among you. If 
they refuse to take the cup from your 
hand to drink, you shall say to them: 
Thus said the Lord of the host: Drink 
you must, for I begin the destruction 
with the city which is called by My name 
and shall you go unpunished? You shall 
not go unpunished! I shall call a sword 
upon all the inhabitants of the earth.” 

jehoiakim’ s reign 

jehoiakim was twenty-five years old 
when he began to reign. He reigned 
eleven years in Jerusalem and he did 
evil [9] in the sight of the Lord. In his 
days Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, 
came up and Jehoiakim became subject 
to him for three years. Then he rebelled 
against him. The Lord sent against him 


[7] will i punish : Babylon, too, will be punished for its sins, and its down¬ 
fall will bring Judah’s exile to an end. 

[8] the wine of fury : Where you find wine you will also fmd stum- 

The cup of wine is often used as a symbol of loss of control, madness and 
disaster in Scripture, but it is always wine taken in excess that is implied. 

[9] he did evil : When a man is appointed to office on earth, in heaven 
he becomes a man of evil. 
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bands of Chaldeans and Moabites and 
Ammonites. He sent them against Judah 
to destroy it. Then came up Nebuchad¬ 
nezzar, king of Babylon, and shackled 
him in chains to carry him off to Babylon. 
But Jehoiakim died and his son Jehoia- 
chin became king in his stead. 

THE LORD’S LAMENT 

i have forsaken My house [io]; I have 
abandoned My heritage. I have given 
the dearly beloved of My soul into the 
hands of her enemies, [n] My heritage 
has become to Me a lion in the forest; 
she has shouted [12] to Me; therefore 
have I hated her. My heritage is to me as 
a speckled bird of prey and all the birds 


II KINGS 24 :2, 6 ; JEREMIAH 12:7-13 

of prey are circling around her. All the 
beasts of the field are gathered to devour 
her. Many shepherds [13] have destroyed 
My vineyard, they have trampled down 
My portion. They have made My pleas¬ 
ant portion a desolate wilderness. They 
have made it desolate and its desolation 
mourns upon Me. The whole land is 
made desolate because no man takes it to 
heart. [14] The spoilers came upon all 
the high places through the wilderness, 
for the sword of the Lord shall devour 
from one end of the land to the other, so 
no flesh shall have peace. They have 
sown wheat and reaped thorns. They 
have put themselves to pain, but shall 
not profit [15] from it. They shall be 



[10] my house: The Temple in Jerusalem. 


[11] the hands of her enemies: Those who persecute Israel never 
weary. 



[12] she has shouted : Israel has been dejiant in the face of the Lord’s com¬ 
mandments. 


^ [ 13] many shepherds: Bedouin bands from the east, who joined in the 
invasion and despoiling of Judah. 

[14] no man takes it to heart: No one heeds God’s warnings through 
the prophets, nor is moved about the calamity to come. 

[15] but shall not profit : The scourge that smites Israel will meet an evil 
fate. 
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disappointed in their harvest because of 
the fierce anger of the Lord. 

Hear you and give ear, be not 
haughty; for the Lord has spoken. Give 
glory to the Lord your God before it 
grows dark and before your feet stumble 
upon the mountains of twilight. While 
you hope for light, He turns it in the 
shadow of death and makes it thick dark¬ 
ness. If you will not listen, My soul shall 
weep in secret for your pride. [16] My 
eyes shall weep streaming with tears, 
because the Lord’s flock was carried 
away captive. 

jehoiachin’s fate 

say to the king and the queen-mother: 
[17] Sit down low, [i8] for your beau¬ 


tiful crown fell down from your heads. 
The cities of the south are shut up and 
there is none to open them. All Judah is 
carried away captive, all of it is carried 
away in exile. Lift up your eyes and see 
who came from the north. Where is the 
flock I entrusted in your charge? Your 
beautiful flock? And if you say in your 
heart why have these things befallen 
me?—Because of the greatness of your 
iniquity, you were stripped and ex¬ 
posed. [19] Can the Ethiopian change 
his skin, or the leopard his spots? So you 
may also do good [20] who are accus¬ 
tomed to do evil. Woe to you, O Jeru¬ 
salem, how long will it be till you cleanse 
yourself? Will it ever be? 

As I live, said the Lord, though Coniah 
[Jehoiachin], the son of Jehoiakim, king 



[16] for your pride: God exalts him who jumbles himself and hum¬ 
bles him who exalts himself. 



[17] the king and the queen-mother: Jehoiachin and Nehushta. 




[18] sit down low : Descend from the throne. 

[19] stripped and exposed : Many come to the palace to see the splen¬ 
dor of the royal robes; others come to see the king’s face; but the wise 
are those who come to observe the king’s deeds. 


[20] you may also do good : The evil impulse (the yetzer hara ) is 
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of Judah, were the signet ring upon My 
right hand, I would pluck you off, and I 
will give you into the hand of Nebu¬ 
chadnezzar, king of Babylon, and into 
the hands of the Chaldeans. I will hurl 
you and your mother that bore you to 
another country where you were not 
born, and there shall you die. But to the 
land to which you long to return, there 
you shall not return. 

Is this man Coniah a despised and 
broken image ? Is he a vessel that no one 
cares for? Why was he hurled out into 
a land which he knows not? O land, 
land, land, hear the word of the Lord. 
Thus says the Lord: “Write this man 
down as childless, [21] for none of his 


JEREMIAH 22:24-30; H KINGS 24:8-13 

children shall sit on the throne of David 
and rule again in Judah.” 

JEHOIACHIN EXILED 

jehoiachin was eighteen years old when 
he began to reign and he reigned three 
months in Jerusalem. He did evil in the 
sight of the Lord, as his father had done. 
At that time Nebuchadnezzar, king of 
Babylon, came up against the city while 
his army was besieging it. Jehoiachin 
went out to the king of Babylon, he and 
his mother and his servants, his princes 
and his officers. The king of Babylon 
took him captive. [22] He carried out all 
the treasures of the House of the Lord, 


powerless against the Law. Over the man who has the Torah in his 
heart the evil impulse has no power. 

Though preceded by the terrible pessimism of “Can the Ethiopian change 
his skin, or the leopard his spots?” the following line, “So you may also do 
good who are accustomed to do evil,” declares, as always, the possibility of 
repentance and reform. 



[21] write this man down as childless : A man without children is 
as one who is already dead. 


[22] took him captive: Our Sages considered the first exile of Jehoia¬ 
chin, before the greater exile of Zedekiah, to be a kindness of the Lord. 
Those taken in the first captivity were scholars, teachers and spiritual 
leaders. In Babylon they founded schools, organized communities and 
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and all the treasures of the king’s house. 
He also cut to pieces all the vessels of 
gold which Solomon had made in the 
Temple of the Lord. He also carried into 
exile [23] the nobles and all the mighty 
warriors, all the craftsmen and smiths. 
None was left except the poorest of the 
people of the land. He exiled to Babylon 
Jehoiachin, his mother, his wives, his 
princes and his chief men of the land. 

And the king of Babylon made Mat- 
taniah, Jehoiachin’s uncle, king in his 
stead; and changed his name to Zede- 
kiah. 

SURRENDER TO THE ENEMY 

and zedekiah, the son of Josiah, whom 
Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon had 
made king in the land of Judah, reigned 


as king instead of Coniah [Jehoiachin]. 
But neither he nor his servants, nor the 
people of the land listened to the word 
of the Lord which He spoke through 
the prophet Jeremiah. Then Zedekiah 
rebelled against the king of Babylon. 
So Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, 
came, he and his army, and they besieged 
Jerusalem. Now Jeremiah was coming 
and going freely among the people, for 
they had not yet put him into prison. 
Zedekiah sent Pashhur and Zephaniah 
to Jeremiah, saying: “Pray in my behalf 
to the Lord; for Nebuchadnezzar, king 
of Babylon, makes war against us. Per¬ 
haps the Lord will make a miracle for us, 
as He has often done, and the Chaldeans 
will withdraw from us.” 

Then Jeremiah said to them: “Thus 
shall you say to Zedekiah: ‘Thus said the 


laid down the rules of conduct for Jews in a foreign and pagan land. 
By the time the exiles who came with Zedekiah, the poor and ignorant 
of Judah, arrived, the Jewish community in Babylon was thriving, and 
could provide religious and communal life to keep them intact as 
a people. 

[23] carried into exile: Why was a specific time given for the first 
exile, but not for the second? Though the generation of the First Tem¬ 
ple practiced idolatry, they still retained good behavior (derech eretz). 
What was derech eretz ? Dispensing charity and performing the 
mitzvot. 
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JEREMIAH 2i:4, 5, 8, 9; 34:8-20 


Lord, God of Israel: I shall turn back on 
yourself the weapons of war which are 
in your hands, with which you fight 
against the king of Babylon and the 
Chaldeans who besiege you outside of 
this city. I, Myself, shall fight against you 
with an outstretched hand and with a 
strong arm.’ And to this people you 
should say: ‘Thus says the Lord: I set be¬ 
fore you the way of life and the way of 
death. He who remains in this city shall 
die by the sword, famine and pestilence. 
But he who goes out and surrenders to 
the Chaldeans who besiege you, shall es¬ 
cape with his life.’” 

THE BROKEN AGREEMENT 

this is the word that came to Jeremiah 
from the Lord after King Zedekiah had 
made an agreement with all the people 
in Jerusalem to issue an edict of emanci¬ 
pation. Everyone was to set free 'his 
Hebrew slaves, male and female, so that 
no one should hold a man of Judah, his 
brother, in slavery. All the princes and 


the others agreed and freed them. After¬ 
ward they took back their slaves whom 
they had set free and again forced them 
into service. Then the word of the Lord 
came to Jeremiah: “Thus says the Lord, 
the God of Israel: The day I brought 
your fathers out of the land of Egypt, out 
of the place where they were slaves, I 
made this covenant with them: Every 
seventh year each of you shall set free his 
Hebrew brother who has sold himself to 
you; six years shall he serve you, but 
then you shall let him go free. [24] Your 
fathers, however, did not heed Me or 
obey Me. Today you indeed repented 
and did what is right in My eyes by pro¬ 
claiming the emancipation of your breth¬ 
ren. But then you changed your mind 
and profaned My name by taking back 
your slaves to whom you had given free¬ 
dom. Therefore, thus says the Lord, I 
now proclaim you free for the sword, 
famine and pestilence. The men who 
violated My covenant, 1 will make like 
the calf which they cut in two, between 
whose parts they passed. [25] I will hand 


[24] let him go free : According to the law of the Torah (Deut. 15 :12-15), 
Hebrew slaves were to serve no longer than six years. 


[25] between whose parts they passed : Covenants were sometimes rati¬ 
fied by walking between the divided pieces of slaughtered animals. Sym¬ 
bolically, the parties to the agreement invoked upon themselves the fate of 
the slaughtered animal if they should violate the pact. 
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over all of them to their enemies, to 
those who seek their lives. Zedekiah too, 
and his princes, I will hand over to the 
soldiers of the king of Babylon who have 
at present withdrawn from you. I will 
give the command, says the Lord, and 
bring them back to this city. [26] They 
shall attack and capture it, and destroy it 
with fire.” 

JEREMIAH IN THE PIT 

when the princes heard what Jeremiah 
spoke to the people, they said to the 
king: “This man must be put to death, 
for he weakens the hands of the men of 
war that remain in the city, and the 
hands of all the people, by speaking such 
words to them. This man seeks not the 
welfare of the people but their ruin.” 


Then King Zedekiah said: “He is in 
your hands,” because the king could not 
do anything [27] against them. So they 
took Jeremiah and cast him into the pit 
of Malchiah, the king’s son, which was 
in the court of the guard. They let Jere¬ 
miah down with ropes. There was no 
water in the pit, only mud, and Jeremiah 
sank in the mud. 

THE KING SAVES THE PROPHET 

when ebed-melech the Ethiopian, [28] 
an officer in the king’s palace, heard that 
they had put Jeremiah in the pit, he went 
[to the Benjamin Gate] and spoke to the 
king, saying: “My lord, the king, these 
men have done evil to Jeremiah the 
prophet whom they have cast into the pit. 
He is likely to die there.” 


[26] bring them back to this city : The siege of the city was temporarily 
lifted by the Babylonians when they heard that an Egyptian army was 
marching to the aid of the surrounded city. 



[27] the king could not do anything: Clearly there were curbs to 
Zedekiah’s power. He refused to authorize Jeremiah's death, but evidently 
could not save him from the princes. 


[28] ebed-melech the Ethiopian: Why is Ebed-melech, which means 
the servant of the king, identified as an Ethiopian? Just as he could be 
recognized by the darkness of his skin, so too could he be recognized 
by his goodness and compassion. 
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JEREMIAH 38 I 10-21, 23 


Then the king commanded Ebed- 
melech: “Take thirty men with you and 
draw Jeremiah the prophet up out of the 
pit before he dies.” So Ebed-melech took 
the men with him and went to the ward¬ 
robe of the palace, and took from there 
torn cloths and tattered rags and let them 
down by ropes into the pit to Jeremiah, 
and said to him: “Put these rags under 
your armpits, under the ropes.” And 
Jeremiah did so. So they drew up Jere¬ 
miah with the ropes and brought him 
out of the pit; and he was put in the 
guardhouse. 

King Zedekiah sent for Jeremiah and 
received him at the entrance that was in 
the house of the Lord, and the king said 
to Jeremiah: “I will ask you a question; 
hide nothing from me.” Then Jeremiah 
said to Zedekiah: “If I tell you the truth, 
you will surely put me to death, [29] and 
if I advise you, you will not heed me.” 

Zedekiah swore secretly to Jeremiah, 
saying: “As the Lord lives, I will neither 
put you to death, nor hand you over to 
the men who seek your iife.” 


So Jeremiah said to Zedekiah: “Thus 
said the Lord, God of Israel: ‘If you go 
out and surrender to the officers of the 
king of Babylon, your life will be spared 
and your household will be spared, and 
the city will not be put to the torch. But 
if you will not go out and surrender, 
this city shall be given into the hands of 
the Chaldeans, and they shall put it to 
the torch, and you will not escape from 
their hands.’ ” Zedekiah said to Jeremiah: 
“I am afraid of the Jews who have gone 
over to the Chaldeans, lest they deliver 
me into their hands and they shall humil¬ 
iate me.” 

But Jeremiah said: “They will not 
deliver you. I beseech you, listen to the 
voice of the Lord in w hat I speak to you, 
so that your life may be spared and all 
may go well with you. But if you refuse 
to go out and surrender, this is what the 
Lord has revealed to me: You will not 
escape out of their hands, and your wives 
and your children will be captured by 
the king of Babylon, and the city shall 
be burned.” 


[29] you will surely put me to death : He who has been bitten by a 
snake is frightened by a rope. 

Having already been cast into the pit without Zedekiah’s having defended 
him, Jeremiah was cautious about being candid with the king. 
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zedekiah’s secret 

then zedekiah said to Jeremiah: “Let 
no man know [30] of these words be¬ 
tween us, and you shall not die. If the 
princes hear that I have talked to you, 
and they come to you to ask: ‘Tell us, 
what did you say to the king; hide noth¬ 
ing from us and tell us what he did 
say to you, and we will not put you to 


death,’ then you shall say to them: ‘I was 
presenting my petition before the king 
that he should not send me back to Jona¬ 
than’s house to die there.’ ” 

Then all the princes came to Jeremiah 
and questioned him; and he answered 
them accordingly, so they left off speak¬ 
ing with him. And Jeremiah dwelt in 
the guard court until the day Jerusalem 
was taken. [31] 



[30] let no man know: Do not tell secrets in a field where there are 
mounds. 

Keeping a secret in the royal court was difficult then, as it is now. 


[31] JERUSALEM was taken: Why is Psalm 79, which laments the de¬ 
struction of the Temple and the ruin of Jerusalem, called “A Song of 
Asaph” instead of a dirge? Our Rabbis say it is like the mighty king 
who built a magnificent palace for his son, but when the son committed 
a grave sin, came to destroy the palace. When the king had torn down 
the hangings and broken the rods on which they hung, the boy’s tutor 
sat on a stool and played a joyous song on his flute. 

“Why do you rejoice at the destruction of my son’s household?” 
the king asked. 

“Because,” the tutor replied, “I am overjoyed that you vent your 
wrath on the house, and not on your son.” 

So it was with Jerusalem, and Asaph said to the Lord: “I sing because 
You have poured out Your wrath on wood and stone, and not on 
Israel.” 
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lO* JEREMIAH [ 24 - 52 ] 


TWO BASKETS OF FIGS 

the lord showed me two baskets of 
figs [i] placed before the Temple of the 
Lord. It was after Nebuchadnezzar, king 
of Babylon, carried away captive Je- 
coniah, the son of Jehoiakim, king of 


Judah, and the princes of Judah, with the 
craftsmen and the smiths [2] from Jeru¬ 
salem, and brought them to Babylon. 
One basket had very good figs. The 
other basket had very bad figs, so bad 
that they could not be eaten. 

Then the Lord said to me: “What do 


[1] two baskets of figs : A pagan matron asked Rabbi Jose: “Can your 
God bring near to Him any one He wills?” Rabbi Jose brought the 
woman a basket of figs. She chose a good one and ate it. Then Rabbi 
Jose said to her: “If you know how to choose, should God not know 
how to choose? Whomever God sees performing deeds of loving¬ 
kindness He chooses and brings near to Him.” 

[2] craftsmen and the smiths : The skilled workmen. 
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you see, Jeremiah?” And I said: “Figs.” 
The good figs are very good and the bad 
figs are so bad that they cannot be eaten.” 
Then the word of the Lord came to me, 
saying: “Thus says the Lord, God of 
Israel: Like th ese good figs so will I re- 
gard for good [3] t he captives ofjudah 
whom I have sent out of this place to the 
land of the Chaldeans. I will look with 
friendly eyes upon them. I will bring 
them back [4] to this land and I will build 
them and not tear them down. I will 
plant them and not pluck them up. I will 
give them a heart to know Me, that I am 
the Lord, and they shall be My people 
and I will be their God, for they shall re¬ 
turn to Me with all their heart.” 

“But like the bad figs which are so bad 
that they cannot be eaten,” thus said the 
Lord: “So will I make Zedekiah, the 
king of Judah, his princes and the rem¬ 
nant of Jerusalem, which remained in 
this land, and those who live in the land 
of Egypt. I will make them a horror and 


an offence among all the kingdoms of the 
earth, a reproach and a byword, and a 
taunt and a curse wherever I drive them.” 

THE FALL OF JERUSALEM 

and it came to pass in the ninth year of 
Zedekiah’s reign, in the tenth day of the 
tenth month, that Nebuchadnezzar, king 
of Babylon, came, he and all his army, 
against Jerusalem, and encamped against 
it; and they built forts against it round 
about. So the city was besieged until the 
eleventh year of King Zedekiah. In the 
fourth month, in the ninth day of the 
month, the famine was so sore in the 
city that there was no bread for the 
people of the land. Then a breach was 
made in the wall of the city, and all the 
men of war fled, and went forth out of 
the city by night, by the way of the gate 
between the two walls which was by the 
king’s garden—now the Chaldeans were 
against the city surrounding it—and they 
went by the way of the Arabah. [5] 


[3] regard for good : The Lord will look with favor on the captives from 
Judah. 

[ 4 ] 1 will bring them back : Rabbi Elazar said that Israel would be re¬ 
deemed through five things only: calamity, prayer, the merits of the 
fathers, repentance and the end of days. 

[5] the arabah: The deep valley of the Jordan north of the Dead Sea. 
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JEREMIAH 52 : 8-14 ; 39:11, 12 


But the army of the Chaldeans pur¬ 
sued after the king and overtook Zede- 
kiah in the plains of Jericho; and all his 
army was scattered from him. Then 
they took the king and carried him up 
to the king of Babylon to Riblah in the 
land of Hamath; and he gave judgment 
upon him. [6] And the king of Babylon 
slew the sons of Zedekiah before his 
eyes. He also slew all the princes of Judah 
in Riblah. And he put out the eyes of 
Zedekiah; and the king of Babylon 
bound him in fetters and carried him to 
Babylon [7] and put him in prison till 


the day of his death . 


JEREMIAH IS FREED 

in the fifth month, in the tenth day of 
the month, came Nebuzaradan, the cap¬ 
tain of the guard of the king of Babylon, 
and burned the house of the Lord, [8] the 
king’s house and all the houses of Jeru¬ 
salem. And all the army of the Chaldeans 
that were with the captain of the guard 
broke down the walls of Jerusalem. [9] 
Now Nebuchadnezzar, king of Baby¬ 
lon, gave orders concerning Jeremiah to 
Nebuzaradan, the captain of the guard, 
saying: “Take him and look after him 


[6] gave judgment upon him : The king of Babylon punished Zedekiah 
for breaking his oath of alliance. 



[7] and carried him to babylon i When the Temple was burned and 
Nebuzaradan had gathered the people to take them into exile, the Lord 
said to the people: “Whom shall you want as a leader, Abraham or Isaac, 
Jacob or Moses? Perhaps you would like King David at your head?” 
And the people of Judah replied: “None of them. We want only You.” 
Then the Lord promised: “1 will go with you into Babylon and I will 
bring you out of there.” 



[8] house of the lord : The Temple was destroyed because of un¬ 
founded hatred. 


[9] Jerusalem: When will the Lord rebuild Jerusalem? When He as¬ 
sembles the dispersed. 
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well. [10] Do him no harm. Treat him 
as he shall say to you.” 

It was when they brought Jeremiah 
[11] before Nebuzaradan in chains among 


the captives of Jerusalem, the cap¬ 
tain of the guard said to the prophet: 
“Now see, I have released you this day 
from the chains which are upon your 



[10] look after him well: Nebuchadnezzar’s consideration for Jeremiah 
was probably due to the prophet’s advice to Zedekiah to surrender to Babylon. 


[11] they brought jeremiah : The king of Babylon had instructed the 
captain of his guard to take good care ofjeremiah but not of the people. 
He was not to harm Jeremiah but he could harm the people as much as 
he chose. He was also to fulfill whatever request the prophet made of 
him but to ignore the people’s pleas. 

When Jeremiah saw a group of young warriors chained together by 
their necks, he put his head in the chains and walked with them. 
Nebuzaradan saw him and removed the chains from the prophet’s 
neck. Then Jeremiah saw a group of old men chained together and 
put his neck in their chains. Again Nebuzaradan removed the chains 
from the prophet’s neck, and said: “Either you are a false prophet be¬ 
cause you prophesied that this city would be destroyed, and now that 
your prophesy is fulfilled you are full of sorrow; or you like suffering 
and affliction, for you seek pain. And you love to shed blood, for if 
harm should come to you the king will kill me, and my blood will be 
on your head.” Jeremiah made no reply. 

Then Nebuzaradan declared: “If you wish, come with me to Baby¬ 
lon and we will take good care of you there. But if you want to re¬ 
main here, you may go wherever you wish.” Still Jeremiah was silent. 

Then the word of the Lord came to Jeremiah: “Jeremiah, if you re¬ 
main here with the remnant, I shall go with the captives into exile. If 
you go with the captives, then I shall remain here with the remnant.” 

Jeremiah promptly replied: “If I go with the captives, of what help 
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JEREMIAH 40:4-8; 41:1-3, 10 


hands. If it seem good to you to come 
with me to Babylon, come and I shall 
looks after you well. But if it seem ill to 
you to come with me to Babylon, the 
whole land is before you. Go wherever 
it seem good to you.” Then the captain 
of the guard gave him provisions and 
sent him away. And Jeremiah went to 
Mizpah, to Gedaliah, whom the king of 
Babylon had made governor over the 
land. 

THE MURDER OF GEDALIAH 

when the captains of the armies that 
were in the field together with their men 
heard that the king of Babylon had ap¬ 


pointed Gedaliah governor of the land 
and had entrusted to his charge the men, 
women and children of the poorest of 
the land that were not exiled to Babylon, 
they came and joined Gedaliah in Miz¬ 
pah. 

But in the seventh month, Ishmael, a 
member of the royal family, and ten men 
with him came to Gedaliah in Mizpah. 
As they dined together there, Ishmael 
and the men who were with him arose 
and killed Gedaliah, [12] whom the king 
of Babylon had made governor over the 
land. Ishmael also killed all the Jews who 
were with Gedaliah and the Chaldean 
soldiers who were there. Then he carried 
away captive all the rest of the people 


can I be to them? Let the Lord, who can help and succor, go with the 
afflicted; I shall remain with the remnant.” So did the Lord go, bound 
in chains, with the captives to Babylon, and Jeremiah went to Mizpah 
and joined Gedaliah. 

The midrash shows that Jeremiah was not a traitor to his people despite the 
fact that he had counseled surrender to the Babylonians. He saw Nebuchadnez¬ 
zar as u the rod of anger in the Lord’s hand.” But he refused to accept favors 
from the enemy or even talk to him. Later, through Seraiah (51:63-64), 
Jeremiah predicted Babylon’s fall. 

[12] and killed gedaliah : The Day of Atonement brings forgiveness 
for sins against God; but the Day of Atonement brings no forgiveness 
for sins against one’s neighbor until a man has become reconciled with 
his neighbor. 
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that were at Mizpah. When Johanan and 
all the captains of the armies who were 
with him heard of the evil Ishmael had 
done, he took all the men and went to 
fight Ishmael. He found him by the 
great waters that are in Gibeon. Now the 
captives saw Johanan and all the captains 
of the armies who were with him and 
they were filled with joy. So they turned 
around and went over to Johanan. But 
Ishmael with eight men escaped and 
went to the children of Ammon. 

Then Johanan with all the people who 
were with him went and stayed in Ge- 
ruth Chimham, which is near Beth¬ 
lehem, to go on to Egypt, for they were 
afraid of the vengeance of the Chaldeans 
because Ishmael had killed Gedaliah 
whom the king of Babylon had made 
governor over the land. 

JEREMIAH GOES TO EGYPT 

then all the captains of the armies and 
Johanan and all the people, from the 
least to the greatest, approached Jeremiah 
and said to him: “Let the Lord, your 


God, show us the way we should go. 
Whatever He will say we shall do.” 
After ten days the word of the Lord came 
to Jeremiah. He called Johanan, all the 
captains of the armies that were with 
him, and all the people, and said to them: 
“Thus said the Lord: If you stay on this 
land I will build you up and not tear you 
down; I will plant you and not uproot 
you; for I regret the evil I have done to 
you. Do not be afraid of the king of 
Babylon [13] for I am with you to save 
you and deliver you from his hand. But 
if you say: We will not stay on this 
land; we will go to Egypt where we 
shall see no war, nor hear the sound of 
the sound of the shofar, and we shall have 
no hunger for bread and there we will 
stay. Then, remnant of Judah, hear the 
word of the Lord: If you will go to 
Egypt to sojourn there, then the sword 
which you fear will overtake you there, 
and the famine which you dread shall 
follow hard after you there in Egypt; 
and there you shall die.” 

And it was when Jeremiah finished 
speaking the words of the Lord [14] to 


[13] king of babylon : As a bee dies once it has stung, so Israel’s enemy 
dies in disgrace once he has smitten Israel. 


[14] the words of the lord : He who counsels the just man well is as 
if he had observed all the Ten Commandments. 
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all the people that all the proud men [15] 
said: “You speak falsely; the Lord did 
not send you to say to us that we should 
not go to Egypt to settle there.” So Jo- 
hanan and all the captains of the armies 
took all the remnant of Judah, men, 
women and children, and the king’s 
daughters, and Jeremiah the prophet, and 
Baruch the son of Neriah, and they came 
to the land of Egypt and arrived at 
Tahpanhes. [16] 

LETTERS TO THE EXILES : 

DO NOT FOLLOW THE NATIONS 

hear the word which the Lord speaks 
to you, house of Israel. Thus said the 
Lord: “Do not learn to follow the way 
of the nations and be not dismayed at 
the signs of heaven, [17] though the 
nations are dismayed at them. The be- 


jeremiah 43 :1, 2, 5-7; 10:1-6; 10:11 

liefs of the people are naught, because it 
is but a tree which one cuts out of the 
forest, the work of the hands of the work¬ 
man with an ax. They deck it with silver 
and gold, with silver beaten into plates 
which are brought from Tarshish and 
gold from Uphaz. Blue and purple is their 
clothing, all work of skillful men. They 
fasten it with hammer and nails to keep 
it from falling, but they are like scare¬ 
crows in a garden of cucumbers. They 
speak not and they must be carried, 
because they cannot walk. [18] Do not 
be afraid of them, for they cannot do 
evil, neither have they the power to 
do good. But the Lord is a true God. 
He is a living God and the everlasting 
King. 

Thus shall you say to them [the nations]: 
“The gods that have not made the heav¬ 
ens and the earth shall perish from the 



[15] the proud men: Presumptuous men. 


[16] tahpanhes : A city on the frontier of Egypt. 



[17] signs of heaven: Comets, meteors, eclipses and other astronomical 
occurrences which the pagans interpreted astrologically, usually as signs of 
impending disaster. 


I 1 8 ] they cannot walk: All of this is a description of how idols are made 
and decorated; work of skillful craftsmen but useless and powerless. 
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JEREMIAH 10:11, 16; 29:1, 4-10, 12 

earth and from under the heavens.” Not 
like these is the portion of Jacob. [19] He 
is the Creator of all things. The Lord of 
the host is His name and Israel is the 
tribe of His inheritance. 

AFTER SEVENTY YEARS 

these are the words of the letter that 
Jeremiah the prophet sent from Jeru¬ 
salem to the captivity in Babylon. Thus 
said the Lord of the host, God of 
Israel, to all the exiles whom I carried 
into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: 
“Build houses and dwell in them, plant 
gardens and eat their fruit. Take wives 
and beget sons and daughters. Take 
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wives for your sons and give your daugh¬ 
ters to husbands that they may bear 
sons and daughters. Multiply there and 
be not diminished. Seek the peace of the 
city [20] to which I carried you into 
exile and pray to the Lord for it; for in 
its peace you shall have peace.” For thus 
said the Lord: “Do not be deluded by 
the prophets in your midst and your 
diviners, nor listen to the dreams which 
you cause to be dreamed, for they proph¬ 
esy falsely to you in My name. I have 
not sent them. After seventy years [21] 
in Babylon I will remember you and I 
will fulfill My good word toward you, 
to return you to this place. [22] You 
shall call upon Me and you will go in 


[19] the portion of jacob i As a lily dies only when its aroma dies, so 
Israel will not die so long as it obeys the commandments and performs 
the mitzvot. 

Although the lily is plucked, it still retains its aroma; so too Israel, even in 
exile, will have the Torah and good deeds. 

[20] peace of the city : Be sure that you pray for the well-being of the 
government, for it is only respect for authority that saves men from 
swallowing each other up alive. 

[21] after seventy years: Babylon's downfall shall come. 

[22] return you to this place: Israel proclaims: Lord, even Your 
anger which You have brought upon me is pleasant, because in that 
way You cause me to return and bring me back to virtue. 
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My way, and you will pray to Me and 
I will listen to you. You shall seek Me 
[23] and you shall find Me when you 
search for Me with all your hearts, [24] 
and I will be found by you. I will return 
your captives and will gather you from 
all the nations and from all the places to 
which I have driven you,” said the Lord, 
“and I will bring you back to the place 
from which I exiled you.” 

THE PROMISED RESTORATION 

again i will build you and you shall be 
built, maiden of Israel. Again you shall 
be adorned with your timbrels and shall 
go out dancing with them who make 
merry. Again you shall plant vineyards 
upon the mountains of Samaria. The 
planters that plant shall have the use of 
them. There shall be a day when the 


jeremiah 29:12-14; 3113-5, 10, 12, 20, 22 

watchmen on the mountains of Samaria 
shall call out: “Arise and let us go to 
Zion, [25] to the Lord our God, for the 
Lord has ransomed Jacob and has re¬ 
deemed him from the hand of him that 
is stronger than he.” Then shall the maid¬ 
en rejoice in the dance, and the old men 
and the young men shall make merry, 
for I will turn their mourning into joy 
and I will comfort them and make them 
rejoice from their sorrow. 

Set up roadmarks, make yourselves 
guideposts; set your heart toward the 
highway, the way by which you are go¬ 
ing. You will return to your cities. 

Thus said the Lord of the host, God 
of Israel: “Once again they shall use this 
speech in the land of Judah and its cities, 
when I shall return their captivity: ‘The 
Lord bless You, O home of righteous¬ 
ness, [26] O mountain of holiness.’ They 



[23] you shall seek me: From wherever one seeks God, God will 
answer, be it from Judah or Babylon. When a man has the need 
and desire for God, he will find Him. Judah Halevi, in one of his 
poems, wrote: “I went in search of Him and I found that He came to 
meet me.” 


[24] with all your hearts : God desires the heart. 

[25] go to zion : The separation of Samaria and Judah will end. 

[26] o home of righteousness : Was Israel created for the sake of the 
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JEREMIAH 31:23; 33:10-14; 3 1 :14-16 

will dwell in Judah. All the cities will be 
settled, the plowmen and those who 
wander with flocks shall be without 
fear.” 

JOY IN JERUSALEM 

thus said the lord: “In this place of 
which you say: ‘It is a waste without 
men and without beasts,’ even the 
cities of Judah and the streets of Jerusa¬ 
lem [27] are desolate; in all these places 
shall be heard again the voice of joy and 
gladness, the voice of the bridegroom 
and the voice of the bride, and the voice 
of them who bring offerings of thanks¬ 
giving in the house of the Lord and call 
out; ‘Give thanks to the Lord of the host, 
for the Lord is good; His mercy endures 

C 9 99 

forever. 

Thus said the Lord: “In this place 
which is waste, there shall again be a 
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habitation of shepherds, resting their 
flocks. In the cities of the hill-country, 
in the cities of the lowland, and in the 
cities of the south, in the land of Ben¬ 
jamin, and in the places about Jerusalem, 
and in the cities of Judah, shall the flocks 
again pass under the hands of those who 
count them. Days are coming,” says the 
Lord, “that I will fulfill the good promise 
that I made to the house of Israel and the 
house of Judah.” 

MOTHER RACHEL COMFORTED 

thus says the lord : “A voice is heard 
in Ramah, [28] lamentation and bitter 
weeping; Rachel, weeping for her chil¬ 
dren; she refuses to be comforted be¬ 
cause they are gone.” Thus says the 
Lord: “Cease your weeping and stay 
your eyes from tears, your effort for the 
children shall be rewarded. There is hope 


Law, or the Law for the sake of Israel? Surely the Law for the sake of 
Israel. Then if the Law which was created for the sake of Israel shall en¬ 
dure forever, how much will Israel endure which was created by the 
merit of the Law. 

[27] the streets of Jerusalem : Any one may enter into the Jerusalem 
of the present, but only the invited may enter into the Jerusalem of the 
world to come. 

[28] ramah : Rachel's tomb is near the town of Ramah. 
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for their future,” says the Lord. “Your 
children shall return to their land.” 

I have surely heard Ephraim [29] be¬ 
moaning: “You have chastised me and I 
was chastised. [30] I was like an un¬ 
broken colt. [31] Bring me back. Let me 
return, for You are My God. After I was 
exiled, I became aware of my sins; I 
became ashamed, even confounded; [32] 
I bear the disgrace of my youth.” “Is not 
Ephraim My precious son? Is he not My 
darling child? For as often as I speak of 


him, I remember him with longing. My 
heart yearns for him. I will surely have 
compassion upon him,” says the Lord. 

A NEW COVENANT 

THERE WILL COME A TIME [33] when yOU 
shall multiply and increase in the land. 
In those days, says the Lord, they shall 
say no more: The ark of the covenant of 
the Lord; neither shall it come to mind, 
neither shall they mention it, neither 


[29] ephraim: The Northern Kingdom of Israel, already exiled into cap¬ 
tivity. 

[30] 1 was chastised : The people accepted the exile as Divine judgment 
that they had sinned. 

[31] an unbroken colt: Ephraim was wild and undisciplined. 

[32] even confounded: The schools of Hillel and Shammai disputed 
for two and a half years about whether it would have been better if 
man had or had not been created. They finally agreed that it would 
have been better had man not been created; but since he had been, 
then man should investigate his past behavior, examine what he is 
about to do, and live a righteous life. 

[33] there will come a time: Rabbi Jochanan said: “All our prophets 
foretell only what will happen in the days of the Messiah. But no eye 
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shall they miss it, neither shall they make 
another one. [34] At that time they shall 
call Jerusalem the throne of the Lord. All 
the nations shall gather there to celebrate 
the name of the Lord in Jerusalem. They 
shall not walk any more after the stub¬ 
bornness of their evil heart. In those days 
the house of Judah shall walk with the 
house of Israel, [35] and they shall come 
together from the land of the north to 
the land I have given for an inheritance 
to your fathers. 

There will come a time, says the Lord, 
that I shall make a new covenant [36] 
with the house of Israel, and with the 
house of Judah: not like the covenant 


that I made with their fathers in the days 
when I took them by the hand to bring 
them out of Egypt. They broke the cove¬ 
nant though I remained their Lord. But 
this is the covenant that I shall make with 
the house of Israel after these days, says 
the Lord. I shall put My Torah within 
them and in their hearts I shall write it 
and I shall be their God and they shall be 
My people. No longer shall every man 
have to teach his neighbor and every 
man his brother, saying: “Know your 
God,” because they all shall know Me, 
from the least to the greatest of them. I 
shall forgive them their iniquity and 
their sins shall I remember no more. 


has seen and no ear has heard the world beyond the grave. Only God 
knows what He has prepared for those who wait for Him!” 

[ 34 ] THEY MAKE another one: Because all Jerusalem will be filled with 
the Divine presence, the Ark will lose its special meaning and there will be no 
need to build another. No visible symbol of God will be needed. 

[ 35 ] the house of Israel: Israel and Judah will be joined together once 
more. 

[36] a new covenant: The Lord will make a new covenant with Israel 
which, unlike the old one, will be permanent because it will be inscribed on 
the hearts of the people. Israel will remain faithful and the Lord will, there¬ 
fore, never reject them. 
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11* EZEKIEL [i-«] 


VISION OF THE CHARIOT THRONE 

the word of the lord came [i] to Eze¬ 
kiel the priest, the son of Buzi, in the 


land of the Chaldeans by the river Che- 
bar; [2] and the hand of the Lord was 
there upon him. 

It came to pass in the fifth day of 
the fourth month in the fifth year of 


[1] the word of the lord came : Whatever is said in the account of a 
vision—that the prophet heard, went forth, said, was told, stood, sat, 
went up, went down, journeyed, asked or was asked—even when there 
is a lengthy account whose details are logically connected in time, and 
where persons and places are referred to, the events described are to be 
understood figuratively. It must be assumed with certainty that the 
whole is a prophetic vision. 


[2] the river chebar : Probably the Babylonian river Euphrates. 
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King Jehoiachin’s captivity. I was among 
the captives by the river Chebar, the 
heavens were opened, and I saw visions 
of God. I looked up and I saw a stormy 
wind come out of the north, a great 
cloud shot through with fire, so that a 
radiance surrounded it. Out of the fire 
gleamed something like the luster of 
shining metal and out of the midst of all 
emerged the semblance of four living 
creatures. 

This was their appearance: Every one 
of them had four faces, and every one 
four wings. And they had the hands of a 
man under their wings on their four 
sides. Their feet were straight and their 
soles were like the sole of a calf’s foot; 
and they sparkled like the color of bur¬ 
nished brass. As for the likeness of their 
faces, the four of them had the face of a 
man in front, the face of a lion on the 
right, the face of an ox on the left and the 
face of an eagle behind. Thus were their 
faces and their wings stretched upward; 
the wings of every one were joined one 
to another and two covered their bodies. 
Every one went straight forward. Wher- 
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ever the spirit wished to go, they turned 
not when they went. 

As for the likeness of the living crea¬ 
tures, their appearance was like burning 
fires of coal, burning like the appearance 
of torches; and there was brightness to 
the fire, and out of the fire flashed forth 
lightning. And the living creatures ran 
and returned as the appearance of a flash 
of lightning. 

THE CHARIOT 

now, as I saw the living creatures, there 
was one wheel at the bottom hard by 
the living creatures, at the four faces 
thereof. The appearance of the wheels 
and their work was like the color of 
beryl; and the four had one likeness; and 
their appearance and their work was as 
it were a wheel within a wheel. [3] When 
they went, they moved forward on 
their four sides; they turned not when 
they went. Their rings were high and 
dreadful; and the four had their rings 
full of eyes round about. And the spirit 
of the living creatures was in the wheels. 



[3] wheel within a wheel: In his vision, Ezekiel sees the Divine Chariot 
(merkabah) leaving, thus symbolically explaining that the Divine spirit is 
leaving both Jerusalem and Judah. This is the ominous forecast of the fall of 
Jerusalem and the destruction of the Temple. 
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EZEKIEL I I 22, 26-28 


THE THRONE 

over the heads of the living creatures 
there was the likeness of a firmament. [4] 
like the color of terrible ice, stretched 
forth over their heads. 

Above the firmament [5] was the like¬ 
ness of a throne which had the color of 
sapphire stone. Upon it was the sem¬ 


blance of a man. From his loins upward 
I saw a luster like that of shining metal; 
from his loins downward something re¬ 
sembling fire with a radiance around it, 
resembling the rainbow that appears in 
the cloud on a rainy day. This was the 
appearance of the likeness of the glory 
of the Lord. When I saw it, I fell upon 
my face, [6] and I heard a voice of one 
that spoke. 


[4] the likeness of a firmament: Resh Lakish said that there are 
seven skies above us, each with its name and function. From the earth 
to the first sky is a journey of five hundred years and the same dis¬ 
tance is between each sky above it. The thickness of each sky is also a 
journey of five hundred years. You can therefore imagine what a dis¬ 
tance above the world the Lord is and what a distance from man. Yet 
if a man prays in a whisper the Lord hears his prayer, as if a man had 
spoken directly into his friend’s ear. Is not the God who is so remote 
from the world yet so near to man? 

[5] above the firmament: Whoever speculates about four things, it 
would be better for him not to have come into the world. Do not ask 
what is above the heavens or underneath, what was before the world 
was created, and what will be hereafter. Search not and do not specu¬ 
late about what is hidden from you; there is enough mystery for you 
in this world. 

[6 ] 1 fell upon my face : Ezekiel prostrated himself before the Lord. 
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III 


ezekiel’s mission 

he said to me: “Son of man, [7] stand 
up and I will speak to you.” As He spoke 
to me, a spirit entered into me and set 
me on my feet and I heard Him that 
spoke to me: 


“Son of man, I sent you to the children 
of Israel, [8] to a rebellious nation that 
has rebelled against Me; their fathers 
transgressed and their children to this 
very day are brazen-faced and stiff- 
hearted. [9] I sent you to them and you 
shall speak to them whether they listen 


[7] son of man : Why was Ezekiel addressed as “son of man” when no 
other prophet was thus addressed? Our Sages give several explanations. 
The Lord addressed Ezekiel as ben adam as an expression of familiarity 
and love. In Hebrew adam means man, but so does enosh and ish. But 
enosh and ish have plurals, while adam has only a singular. In addressing 
Ezekiel as adam, the Lord was conveying the fact that Ezekiel was sin¬ 
gular, a unique man. 

In Hebrew Ezekiel’s father’s name, Buzi, means “degraded,” so 
that the Lord was also demonstrating that even if the family name was 
degraded, it was a family which performed the mitzvot for the love of 
God and the honor of Israel. 

Another explanation is that the Lord called Ezekiel son of man to 
remind him to be humble. Because the Lord had revealed Himself in 
all His glory to the prophet, Ezekiel might consider himself especially 
meritorious and grow proud or haughty; thus the Lord reminds him 
that he is only a son of man, a mortal. 



[8 ] children of Israel : Ezekiel’s mission is both to the exiles in Babylon 
and the remnant in Judah. 



[9] stiff-hearted: Why is Israel like an olive? Just as the olive gives 
oil only when pressed, so Israel repents only when it is pressed. 
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or refuse to listen, because they are a 
rebellious people, yet they shall know 
that there has been a prophet among 
them, [io] 

“But the house of Israel will not con¬ 
sent to listen to you; for they will not 
listen to Me, because all of them are of a 
hard forehead and a stiff heart. But I will 
make your face as hard as theirs and your 
forehead hard as theirs. I will make you 
as adamant, [n] harder than flint; fear 
them not, nor be dismayed at their jeer¬ 
ing for they are a rebellious house.” 

THE BITTER SCROLL 

“and you, son of man, listen to what I 
say to you. Do not be rebellious like that 


ezekiel 2:5; 3 :7-9; 2:8-10; 3 :1-5, 14 

rebellious house. Open your mouth and 
eat what I give you.” I looked and I saw 
a hand stretched out to me and in it there 
was a scroll. He unrolled it before me 
and it was written on both sides, lamen¬ 
tations, moaning and woe. He said to 
me: “Eat this scroll!” [12] I opened my 
mouth and He made me eat the scroll, 
and He said to me: “Son of man, swal¬ 
low and digest this scroll which I give 
you.” Then I ate it and it was as sweet as 
honey in my mouth. He said to me: 
“Son of man, go to the house of Israel 
and speak what I say to them, for you 
are not sent to a people of a foreign 
tongue, but you are sent to Israel.” 

Then a spirit lifted me up [13] and 
took me away. I went in bitterness and 



[10] A prophet among them : Though the people may not heed his words, 
at least they will know that a prophet has brought God’s message to them; 
and they will have been forewarned of the calamity which is impending. 



[11] 1 will make you as adamant : A man should be pliable as a reed, 
not stiff as a cedar. 



[12] eat this scroll: This symbolic action describes Ezekiel’s taking in 
God’s message and digesting it, so that he can then speak the Lord’s words to 
the people of Israel. 



[13] A spirit lifted me up : In his vision Ezekiel is carried away to the 
exiles living in Babylon. 
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in raging spirit. [14] The hand of the 
Lord [15] was strong upon me. I came 
to the captivity at Tel-abib, [16] by the 
river Chebar, and remained there for 
seven days in a state of stupor. 

THE PROPHET WATCHMAN 

at the end of seven days the word of the 
Lord came to me, saying: “Son of man, I 


ii 3 

appoint you a watchman [17] to the 
house of Israel, and when you shall hear 
a word from My mouth, you shall give 
them a warning [18] from Me. If I say 
to the wicked: ‘You shall die,’ and you 
say nothing to warn the wicked man 
from his wicked way, to save his life, 
the wicked man shall die for his iniquity; 
but his blood will I require at your hand. 
If, however, you warn the wicked man 




[14] in raging spirit : Ezekiel was both pained and angry to have to deliver 
so bitter a message to the exiles. 

[15] the hand of the lord : The compelling spirit of his prophetic mission. 

[16] tel-abib: Very likely the chief settlement in Babylon of the exiled Jews. 



[17] 1 appoint you A watchman : If there is no vineyard, why a fence? 
If there is no herd, what need for a shepherd? If there is no people of 
Israel, what need for the prophets ? Our Rabbis say that the Lord speaks 
to the prophets only because of the merits of the people of Israel. The 
people choose and appoint their leaders, but the Lord declares that 
leaders remain leaders only if they rule justly and righteously and 
educate the people. To the rulers, the Lord says: “I too have a share in 
your office. If the rulers do not do their duty, then punishment for the 
people’s sins falls on their heads. But if the leaders warn and educate 
the people, and the people sin of their own accord, then each sinner is 
punished for his own sins.” 


[18] give them A warning: How long and to what extent should one 
go on warning another? Until he is decisively and peremptorily for¬ 
bidden the act. 
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and he does not turn from his wicked¬ 
ness, he shall die for his iniquity; but 
you have saved your soul. Or, if a righ¬ 
teous man turns from his righteousness 
and you did not warn him, he shall die 
for his sin, but his blood will I require [19] 
at your hand. If, however, you warned 
the righteous man not to sin, and he did 
not sin, you have saved your soul.” [20] 
And the hand of the Lord came there 
upon me, and He said to me: “Arise and 
go to the valley [21] and there will I 
speak to you.” I arose and went to the 
valley and the glory of God stood there, 


like the glory which I saw by the river 
Chebar. I fell upon my face. Then the 
spirit entered into me and set me upon 
my feet and spoke to me and said: 

THE SIEGE OF JERUSALEM 

“son of man, take a brick [22] and en¬ 
grave upon it a city, Jerusalem; and lay 
siege against it. [23] Throw up a mound 
against it, set camps against it and put 
battering rams around it. Then take an 
iron plate and place it as an iron wall be¬ 
tween you and the city. Set your face 



[19] his blood will i require : He who can and does not save a soul is akin 
to a murderer. Ezekiel, therefore, may not keep silent; he must speak out in 
the hope that he can avert the disaster which threatens Judah, however bitter 
his message. 


10$) [20] you have saved your soul : Rabbi Assi said: If one merely thinks 
of performing a good deed, but is forcibly prevented from doing it, it 
is as if he had performed it; but an evil intention which does not result 
in an evil deed is not punished. 



[21] go to the valley: Ezekiel is sent to a more private place where the 
Lord may speak to him. 


[22] take A brick: In Assyria and Babylonia slabs of clay were used for 
writing. 



[23] lay siege against it : God commands the prophet to draw on the clay 
slab the plan of a siege of Jerusalem with all the various elements of battle: 
soldiers, battering rams, observation posts. 


.-iixa rv , *7S7 nnnn m ,tsj nipm run 1 ? ^ np 

t t v t t - t: • - t : v • t v t t I - : t : I : I - 



ezekiel 4:3-n, 16, 17; 5 :I ~4> 11 

toward it [24] and it shall be besieged. 
This shall be a sign for the house of 
Israel. 

“Then lie upon your left side three 
hundred and ninety days, each day for 
a year, to bear the punishment for the 
sins of Israel. When you have done this, 
you shall lie on your right side forty 
days, a day for a year, to bear the punish¬ 
ment for the house of Judah. As for the 
siege of Jerusalem, fix your gaze upon 
the city, while your arm is bared, and 
you shall prophesy against it. I will place 
upon you cords [25] that you may not 
turn from one side to another. 

“Then take wheat, barley, beans, len¬ 
tils, millet and spelt, put them in one pot 
and make them into bread for yourself. 
The food that you shall eat shall be by 
weight, twenty shekels a day. You shall 
eat it at a fixed time each day. The water 
you shall drink, also by measure, a sixth 
of a hin a day, also at a fixed time.” The 
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Lord said to me: “I shall break the staff 
of bread in Jerusalem and they shall eat 
bread by weight and with anxiety, and 
they shall drink water by measure in hor¬ 
ror because there will be a want of bread 
and water. [26] They shall fall in a stupor 
and pine away in their iniquity.” 

THE PEOPLE’S FATE 

“son of man, take a sharp sword and as 
a barber’s razor pass it over your head 
and beard. Then take a scale and divide 
the hair in three portions. Burn a third 
of it in the midst of the city when the 
days of your siege are over. Take another 
third and strike it with the sword all 
around the city. The last third you shall 
scatter to the wind. From them take a 
few and wrap them in the skirts of your 
robe, then take some of these and cast 
them into the fire. As I live,” said the 
Lord, “because you have defiled My 


[24] set your face toward it : Ezekiel is symbolically to play the role of 
besieger of the city. 

^ [ 25] upon you cords : To symbolize the rigors of the siege in which Jeru¬ 

salem will be hemmed in and unable to move, Ezekiel will be bound so that 
he too cannot move. 

^ I 26] want of bread and water : Famine will afflict the besieged. 
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Sanctuary with all your abominations, 
[27] I also will diminish you; neither 
shall Mine eye spare you. I also will have 
no pity. A third part of you shall die of 
pestilence, and consumed by famine; a 
third part shall fall by the sword; and a 
third part will I scatter to the winds. I the 
Lord have spoken it.” 

THE EXILE 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing: “Son of man, you live in the midst 
of a rebellious people that have eyes to 
see [28] and see not, that have ears to 
hear and hear not, for they are a rebel¬ 
lious house. Now, son of man, prepare 
yourself for exile, [29] in daytime, before 
their eyes. Then go yourself out in the 
evening as though you were really going 
into exile. Dig a hole through the wall 


before their eyes and go out by it, carry¬ 
ing your baggage upon your shoulders 
in the darkness, and you shall cover your 
face not to be seen, for I have set you for 
a sign to the house of Israel.” 

I did as I had been commanded. I 
brought out my baggage in the daytime, 
as though it were real baggage for exile. 
Then in the evening I dug a hole through 
the wall with my hand and went out in 
the dark, carrying my baggage upon my 
shoulders before their eyes. 

In the morning came the word of the 
Lord to me, saying: “Son of man, has 
not the house of Israel, the rebellious 
house, said to you: ‘What are doing?’ 
Say to them: ‘Thus said the Lord God: 
This prophecy applies to the prince in 
Jerusalem [30] and the whole house of 
Israel.’ Tell them: ‘I am your sign.’ As 
I have done, so shall be done to them— 


[ 27] abominations : The Temple had been defiled by idolatry and un¬ 
righteous practices. Manasseh was even said to have put an idol in the sanc¬ 
tuary itself (II Kings 21:7). 

[ 28] have eyes to see : The people of Judah have not learned either from 
the fall of Samaria or from the first exile ofJudah. They do not see what has 
happened or will happen, and they do not listen to the Prophet's message. 

[29] prepare yourself for exile : Symbolically, Ezekiel enacts the exile 
which will shortly be inflicted on all Jerusalem. 

[30] prince in Jerusalem: King Zedekiah. 




ezekiel 12: 11-14, 16; 15 :1-4, 6-8; 6: 1-3 

they shall go into exile, into captivity. 
The prince shall carry his baggage upon 
his shoulders and go out in the dark. 
They shall dig a hole in the wall to go 
out through it. The prince shall cover 
his face so that he should not be rec¬ 
ognized. I shall spread My net upon 
him and he shall be caught by My snare. 

I will bring him into Babylon, to the 
land of the Chaldeans, though he shall 
not see it, [31] and he will die there. I will 
disperse to every wind all those who are 
around him to help him, and all his 
troops. I will pursue them with the 
sword. But I will spare a few of them 
from the sword, from the famine and 
from the pestilence, that they may tell of 
all their abominations among the nations 
where they come, and they shall know I 
am the Lord.” 

A WILD VINE 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing: “Son of man, in what respect is the 
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vine-tree which grows in the woods [32] 
better than any other tree of the forest ? 
Is wood taken from it to make any¬ 
thing? Can even a peg be made of its 
wood to hang a utensil on? It is usually 
flung into fire for fuel. Now, when the 
fire consumed both ends and the very 
core became scorched, is it good for 
anything?” 

Therefore, thus said the Lord God: 
“As the wood of the vine-tree of the 
forest which I have given to the fire for 
fuel, so do I give the inhabitants of Jeru¬ 
salem. I have set My face against them. 
They were saved from fire, but now fire 
shall consume them; and you shall know 
that I am the Lord when I set My face 
against them. I will make the land des¬ 
olate because they have acted treacher¬ 
ously,” said the Lord. 

THE LAND IS DEFILED 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing : “Set your face toward the mountains 


[31] though he shall not see it: Nebuchadnezzar blinded Zedekiah at 
Riblah before taking him captive to Babylon. (II Kings 25:7; Jeremiah 39:7) 


[32] vine-tree which grows in the woods : The parable of the vine 
and vineyard is common in Scripture. Here, God’s special vine, Israel, has 
become a wild vine, good neither for fruit nor any other usejul purpose other 
than to be consigned to the fire of God’s punishment. 
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of Israel and prophesy against them. 
Say: You mountains of Israel, hear the 
word of the Lord God: Thus said the 
Lord to the mountains and the hills, [33] 
the ravines and the valleys: I will bring a 
sword upon you and I will destroy the 
high places. Your altars shall become 
desolate, your sun-pillars [34] shall be 
broken and I will throw your slain before 
your idols and scatter their bones around 
the altars. In all your settlements, the 
cities shall be laid waste, the high places 
shall be desolate, so that your altars may 
be laid waste and your idols shattered 
and your sun-pillars cut down and all 
your work blotted out. 

“Yet will I leave a remnant, [35] those 
who escape the sword, among the na¬ 
tions scattered through the countries. 


ezekiel 6:3-6, 8-10; 22:23, 24 

Those who escape among the nations, 
where they shall be carried away cap¬ 
tives, will remember that I have been 
anguished [36] by their straying hearts 
which have departed from Me, and their 
eyes which have gone astray after idols. 
They shall loathe themselves in their 
own eyes, for the evil which they have 
committed in all their abominations. 
They shall know that I am the Lord, 
that it was not in vain that I said I would 
bring this evil upon them.” 


SOCIAL CORRUPTION 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing: “Son of man, say to her: You are a 
land that is not being cleansed nor rained 
upon because of my indignation. Her 


^£5 [33] the mountains and the hills: Ezekiel inveighs against the places 
where idols were worshiped, the high places and valleys, and warns the people 
that their bones will lie among the bones of the animal carcasses sacrificed to 
those pagan idols. 

i&S) [34] sun-pillars : Obelisks built to the sun god. 

[35] will i leave a remnant: Ifjews were to disappear, the Torah 
would disappear, and God Himself would lose the most effective wit¬ 
nesses of His presence. 

[36] 1 have been anguished : Israels sins have deeply grieved the Lord. 
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princes are like a ravening lion tearing 
his prey; they have devoured souls. They 
seize treasures and precious things. They 
multiply widows in her midst. Her 
priests have done violence to My law and 
have profaned My holy things. They 
have made no distinction between the 
holy and the common, neither have 
they taught the differences between the 
clean and the unclean. They have hidden 
their eyes from the Sabbaths and I am 
profaned among them. 

“Her princes in her midst are like 
wolves tearing the prey, to shed blood 
and destroy for dishonest gain. Their 
prophets have daubed for them with 
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whitewash, with visions, divining lies to 
them, saying: ‘Thus said the Lord God,’ 
when the Lord God has not spoken. 
The people of the land have practiced 
oppression and committed robbery. 
They have wronged the poor and the 
needy and have oppressed the stranger 
unlawfully. I sought for a man among 
them that should put up a fence and 
stand in the breach before Me for the 
land, that I should not destroy it; but I 
found none. Therefore have I poured 
out My indignation; I have consumed 
them with the fire of My wrath. Their 
own way have I brought upon their 
heads.” 
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THE SINS OF THE PAST 

it came to pass in the seventh year [i] in 
the fifth month in the tenth day [2] that 
some of the elders of Israel came to in¬ 
quire of the Lord and they sat before me. 


Then the word of the Lord came to me, 
saying: “Son of man, speak to the elders 
of Israel and say to them: Thus said the 
Lord God: Did you come to inquire of 
Me? As I live, you are not worthy that I 
should answer your query. Son of man, 
judge them, judge them! Acquaint them 


[ 1 ] the seventh year: The year 590 B.C.E., the seventh year of Jehoia- 
chin’s captivity. This was four years before the Temple in Jerusalem was to 
be destroyed. 

[ 2 ] the tenth day: The tenth of Ab, the day when, four years later, Jeru¬ 
salem was to be conquered. 
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with the abominations of their fa¬ 
thers!” [3] 

“Say to them: Thus said the Lord 
God: On the day I chose Israel and made 
Myself known to them in the land of 
Egypt, I lifted My hand and swore to the 
descendants of the house of Jacob, say¬ 
ing : ‘lam the Lord and I will bring you 
forth out of the land of Egypt into the 
land which I have selected for you, [a 
land] flowing with milk and honey 
which is the glory of all lands.’ 

“So I brought them out of the land of 
Egypt and led them into the wilderness. 
I gave them [there] My statutes and taught 
them My ordinances which, if a man 
observe them, he shall live by them. I 
also gave them My Sabbath to be a sign 
between Me and them that they might 
know that I am the Lord that sanctifies 
them. But the house of Israel rebelled 
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against Me in the wilderness. They walk¬ 
ed not in My statutes, they rejected My 
ordinances and they profaned My Sab¬ 
baths. So I said I would pour out My 
fury upon them in the wilderness and 
destroy them. 

“But I withdrew My hand [and spared 
them]. I did it for My Name’s sake that 
My Name should not be profaned in 
the eyes of the nations in whose sight 
I brought them out. [4] 

“I brought them to the land which I 
lifted My hand to give it to them. Then 
they saw every high hill and every thick 
tree, and they offered their sacrifices 
there, and they presented their sweet 
offerings and poured out their drink- 
offerings. 

“Now, say to the house of Israel: Thus 
said the Lord: Do you [want to] pollute 
yourself in the manner of your fathers 


[3] abominations of their fathers: God commands the prophet to tell 
the elders of Israel that because they and their ancestors have committed 
abominations, the Temple will be destroyed and the state will fall. 


W 1 brought them out : Rabbi Simeon ben Lakish taught that God’s 
attachment to Israel could be likened to a king who fastened a chain to 
the key of a valuable jewel box, so that if it were lost or misplaced he 
could easily fmd it again. So did the Lord attach His name “El” to 
“Israel” to prevent the Israelites from being swallowed up among the 
nations. 
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EZEKIEL 20:30-35, 38-40 


and go astray after their abominations? 
And shall I answer your inquiry, O house 
of Israel? [5] 

“That which comes to your mind shall 
not come to pass at all in what you say: 
We will become like other nations, as 
other peoples of the land, to worship 
wood and stone. [6] As I live, says the 
Lord God, with a mighty hand and an 
outstretched arm, and with an out¬ 
pouring of rage will I reign over you. 
I will bring you out from among the 
peoples and I will gather you from the 
countries where you are scattered, with 
a mighty hand and an outstretched arm 
and with an outpouring of rage; and I 


will bring you into the wilderness of the 
peoples and there will I invoke proceed¬ 
ings against you face to face. 

“I will pluck out from among you the 
rebels and those that transgress against 
Me. I will bring them out from the land 
of their exile, but they shall not enter the 
land of Israel so that you shall know that 
I am the Lord. 

“As for the rest of you, O house of 
Israel, thus said the Lord God: Because 
you do not hearken to Me, go each one 
of you and worship your idols and do 
not profane My holy Name with your 
gifts. [7] Only on My holy mountain, 
and on the mountain of the height of 


[ 5 ] o house of Israel: Isaiah says (64:7), “We are the clay and Thou 
art our Father.” So Israel declares, “Even if we sin and You are angry, 
O Lord, do not forsake us. For if the potter makes a jug and leaves a 
pebble in it and the jug drips where the pebble is until all the fluid is 
lost, who is at fault? The potter who left the pebble in the jug.” There¬ 
fore, the children of Israel say to the Lord, “In us you left the yetzer 
hara, the evil inclination, which causes us to sin. Now we pray that 
You take it from us so that we can do Your will.” 

[6] worship wood and stone: “Though there is nothing real in 
idols,” the Lord said, “no sooner does a man separate himself from 
them when it is as if he had drawn nearer to Me.” 

[ 7 ] with your gifts : It was Rachel who pleaded for the children of 
Israel with the Lord. The Lord knew, she said, that Jacob had worked 
seven years for her and that Laban had given him Leah instead. When 
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Israel, there shall you serve Me and there 
shall I accept and require your heave- 
offerings and the first fruits of your 
presentations in all your holy things.” 

THE LAND WILL NOT PROTECT 

the word of the lord came to me, 
saying: “Son of man, say to them who 
inhabit the place that shall become 
waste land in the land of Israel, saying: 
Abraham was one and he inherited the 
land; but we are many and the land shall 
surely be given us as an inheritance. 


Therefore, say to them: Thus said the 
Lord God, you eat flesh with the blood 
and you lift up your eyes to your idols 
and you shed innocent blood: shall you 
possess the land? You depend on your 
sword, you commit abominations: shall 
you possess the land? Thus said the Lord 
God: As I live, they who are in this 
waste place, they shall surely fall by the 
sword, [8] and he who is in the open 
field will I give to the beasts to be de¬ 
voured, and they who are in the strong¬ 
holds and in the caves shall die of pes¬ 
tilence.” 


Rachel learned of this and told Jacob, she gave Jacob a sign so that 
Jacob would be able to tell her and her sister apart. But then she pitied 
Leah and in the night, when they had substituted Leah for her, Rachel 
gave her sister all the signs which she had earlier given to Jacob. “I was 
not jealous,” Rachel declared before God, “and I did not put my sister 
to shame. If I, who am only flesh and blood and dust, did not expose 
Leah to shame and reproach, why should You, O loving and merciful 
One, be jealous of idols who have no reality in them? Why should 
You, because of them, send my children into exile, let them be slain 
by the sword, and our enemies oppress them at their will?” 

Then the Lord was stirred and He said, “For your sake, Rachel, will 
I restore Israel to its land .” 

[8] fall by the sword : If a ruler commands you to disobey all the 
commandments of the Torah on penalty of death, you may disobey 
them all except the commandments which forbid idolatry, incest and 
the shedding of blood. 
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EZEKIEL II : 14-20 


THE CAPTIVES SHALL NOT DESPAIR 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing: “Son of man, the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem say to your brethren in the 
exile, to all the house of Israel: ‘You are 
far from the Lord so that the land is given 
us as a possession,’ Therefore, say thus,” 
said the Lord, “Although I have removed 
them far off among the nations and have 
scattered them among the countries, yet 
I shall be to them as a little sanctuary [9] 
in the countries where they have gone. 


I will also gather you from the peoples 
and assemble you out of the countries 
where you have been scattered, and I 
shall give you the land of Israel. [10] You 
shall return there and remove all detest¬ 
able things and all abominations there. 
I will give you one heart and I will put a 
new spirit within you. I will remove the 
heart of stone from you and give you a 
heart of flesh so that you shall walk in 
My statutes and keep My ordinances; 
[11] and you shall be My people and I 
shall be your God.” 


[9] a little sanctuary: The little sanctuary means the synagogues and 
houses of study which arose in Babylon where the Israelites studied and prayed. 

The Lord said, “Though I exiled My people and scattered them 
among the nations, I did not reject them and My Divine Presence re¬ 
mains among them. I will cause My Presence to be in their synagogues 
and houses of study; though they are far from My Temple in Jerusalem, 
they are near Me, because their synagogues and houses of study take 
its place. 


[10] the land of Israel : Rabbi Hisde asked what the verse in Jeremiah, 
“I gave you a pleasant land, the heritage of the deer,” meant. The 
prophet Ezekiel also uses those terms in speaking of the land of Israel. 
Rabbi Hanina answered that just as when a deer is slain and flayed, its 
skin shrinks and can no longer cover the animal’s body, so too, when 
the land of Israel is inhabited by Jews, there is room for all, but when 
it is not inhabited, the land contracts. 


[11] keep my ordinances: Our Sages say that the word basar here 
does not mean flesh. The word is rather boser, which means to despise, 
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THE AVENGING SWORD 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing: “Son of man, set your face toward 
Jerusalem and preach against its Sanc¬ 
tuary and prophesy against the land of 
Israel. Say to the land of Israel: Thus 


said the Lord: Behold I am against you 
and I will draw My sword out of its 
sheath and I will cut off from you the 
righteous and the wicked alike, and all 
flesh shall know that I the Lord have 
drawn My sword from its sheath and 
shall not return [it] any more. [12] Sigh, 


so that the line says, “I will give you a heart that will despise your 
neighbor’s possessions.” Rabbi Aba said that in the world to come, 
the Lord will change man’s heart so that it will not covet or envy his 
neighbor’s possessions; he will value only what he himself owns. 

Our Sages tell the tale of the man who was taken on a guided tour 
of Hell. There, in the dining hall, he saw people seated at tables before 
the most tempting delicacies, but in each person’s hand there was a 
spoon or a fork with such a long handle that he could not convey the 
food from the dishes to his mouth. And each of them was emaciated 
and trembling with hunger, straining with all his might to put the 
food into his mouth, and failing. 

“What kind of punishment is this?” the visitor asked. “Why don’t 
they just feed each other? The long-handled spoons and forks are per¬ 
fect for putting food into the mouth of the person who sits opposite.” 

The visitor was told, “These are evil people who would rather starve 
to death than feed their fellowmen.” 


[12] shall not return [it] any more: Our rabbis daringly declare 
that only through the awareness of the children of Israel does the Lord 
exist in and for the world. It is written, “You are My witnesses, said 
the Lord, and I am God” (Isaiah 43 :io). That means that if the people 
of Israel testify to God’s existence, He exists; if they do not, He does 
not exist. It is also written, “To You I raise my eyes, to You who dwells 
in heaven” (Psalms 123 :1). If not for the people of Israel raising their 
eyes to God, He would not be in heaven. 
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son of man, sigh before them, with 
heartbreaking, with bitterness, shall you 
sigh before their eyes. And if they shall 
ask you, ‘Why do you sigh?’ you shall 
answer them: Because of the tidings that 
came. Every heart shall melt and the 
hands shall be limp, every spirit shall 
grow faint and all knees shall become 
weak as water. It came and it shall be 
done says the Lord.” 

The word of the Lord came to me, 
saying: “Son of man, prophesy and say: 
Thus said the Lord: A sword, a sword is 
sharpened and polished for slaughter. 
The sword is sharpened and polished to 
give into the hand of the slayer. Cry and 
wail, son of man; for it has fallen upon 
My people, upon all the princes of Israel. 
Therefore, smite your thigh. You, son of 
man, prophesy; smite your hands to¬ 
gether and let the sword come down a 
second time, let it come down a third 
time, the sword of those to be slain, the 
sword of the great slaughter that will 
pierce them. Sword, show your sharp¬ 
ness! Turn to the right, turn to the left, 


EZEKIEL 21:11-17, 19-22; 17:1-7 

turn to wherever your face is set. I shall 
also strike My hands together, and I will 
satisfy My fury. I, the Lord, have spoken 


THE GREAT EAGLES 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing: “ Son of man, intrigue them with a 
riddle, speak in a parable to the house of 
Israel and say: Thus said the Lord: The 
great eagle with broad wings, [13] and 
long pinions, full of plumage of diverse 
colors, came to Lebanon, plucked the 
topmost of its twigs and carried them 
into the land of the traders. 

“He also took some seed of the cedar 
and planted it in fertile soil beside the 
many waters and set it as a willow that it 
might grow and whose branches might 
turn toward him and its roots under his 
eye. So it became a spreading vine that 
put forth branches and sent out roots 
sprawling on the ground. 

“But there was another great eagle 
[14] with great wings and many feathers, 


«*§ [l3] eagle with broad wings: Nebuchadnezzar is the first eagle, a bird 

of prey, which carried off king Jehoiachin (the topmost of its twigs) to Babylon. 



[14] another great eagle : The second great eagle is the Egyptian Pharaoh 
Hophra, to whom Zedekiah turned for help. 
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and the vine bent its roots toward him 
and stretched its branches toward him 
from the soil in which it was planted 
that it might grow branches and yield 
fruit and become a glorious vine. Say 
to them: Thus said the Lord: Can such a 
vine flourish? Shall he not pluck up its 
roots and strip off its fruit and all its 
sprouting leaves shall wither ? It will not 
require much strength and many people 
to pluck it from its roots. Indeed, it is 
planted, but can it flourish? As soon as 
the east wind touches it, shall it not 
wither away? [15] It shall wither away 
on the bed in which it grows.” 

THE PARABLE EXPLAINED 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing: “Say to the rebellious house: You 
know what these things mean: The king 
of Babylon came to Jerusalem and took 
its king and princes and brought them to 


him in Babylon. He took one of the 
royal family and made a covenant with 
him and put him under oath. He took 
away the mighty of the land so that the 
kingdom might be kept lowly, that it 
might not lift itself up, so that it would 
be forced to keep the covenant. But the 
king rebelled against him and sent his 
ambassadors to Egypt asking for horses 
and many soldiers. Will he succeed? 

“Shall he break the covenent and yet 
escape? As I live, says the Lord God: He 
shall die in Babylon, in the land of the 
king who made him king, whose oath 
he scorned [16] and whose covenant he 
broke. I will spread My net upon him, 
he shall be caught in My snare, and I will 
bring him to Babylon . There will I judge 
him for his treachery against Me. All the 
mighty men in all his bands shall fall by 
the sword, and those that remain shall be 
scattered to the winds. You shall know 
that I, the Lord, have spoken.” 


*+§ [ 15] shall it not wither away: Babylonia, which is northeast of Pales¬ 

tine, is the east wind which will wither the vine that is Zedekiah and his 
kingdom; its fruit and leaves—its princes and mighty men—will be destroyed. 


^5 [16] whose oath he scorned : Rabbi Eliezer said, “Yes is an oath, and 

no is an oath.” 
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EZEKIEL I 9 :i-II 


LAMENTATION FOR THE KINGS OF JUDAH 

now you take up a lamentation over the 
princes of Israel [17] and say: What was 
your mother? A lioness among lions. 
She crouched in the midst of young lions 
and reared her whelps. She brought up 
one of her whelps and he became a 
young lion. He learned to rend his prey 
and devour men. Then nations raised a 
clamor against him and he was taken in 
their pit and they dragged him with 
hooks to the land of Egypt. 

She saw that she was undone and her 
hopes perished, she took another of her 
whelps and made him a young lion. He 
stalked among lions and learned to rend 
his prey and devoured men, he ravaged 
palaces and laid cities waste. Then the 


nations cried out against him and placed 
their snares around him. They spread 
their net over him and he was taken in 
their pit. With hooks they put him in a 
cage and brought him to the king of 
Babylon. Then they put him into a 
stronghold so that his voice might not 
be heard upon the mountains of Israel 
again. 

JUDAH THE WRETCHED MOTHER 

your mother was like a vine in a vine¬ 
yard planted by the waters. [18] She was 
fruitful and full of branches because of 
the many waters. She had a strong 
branch for a royal scepter. She rose in 
her height among thick branches and was 
seen in her stateliness among the mass of 
boughs. 



[17] the princes of krael: Jehoahaz, Jehoiakim and Zedekiah, all of 
whom came to disastrous ends. Jehoahaz was taken to Egypt in chains after 
ruling for only three months and died there in 608 B. C. E. Jehoiakim, his 
brother, who succeeded him, was taken to Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar and 
died en route in 597 B. C. E. Jehoiachin, his son and successor, was exiled to 
Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar after being on the throne for only three months. 
Zedekiah, the son ofJosiah, who replaced Jehoiachin, revolted against Babylon 
and was dethroned by Nebuchadnezzar and blinded and taken captive to 
Babylon in 586 B.C.E. 



[18] a vineyard planted by the waters: The kingdom of Judah which 
was flourishing and powerful. 
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But she was plucked up in a fury. She 
was cast down to the ground and the 
east wind dried up her fruit. [19] Her 
strong branches withered away and the 
fire consumed her. Now she is planted 
in the wilderness in a dry and thirsty 
land. A fire has gone out of her branches 
and has devoured her boughs and now 
she has no strong rod to be a royal 
scepter. [20] 

This is a dirge and became [forever] a 
dirge. 

NEBUCHADNEZZAR INVADES JERUSALEM 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing: “You, son of man, visualize two 
roads set for the sword of the king of 
Babylon to take. Both shall come forth 
from one land. A sign post is set at the 
head of the road which clearly marks the 
way to the city. At the crossroads, one 
road leads to Rabbah, the other to for¬ 


tified Jerusalem. The king of Babylon 
stood at the fork in the roads to use divi¬ 
nation. He shook the arrows, he con¬ 
sulted the teraphim, and he looked into a 
beast’s liver. [21] In his right hand was 
the lot Jerusalem, to open the mouth for 
slaughter, to lift up voices for the shout 
of battle, to set battering rams against the 
gates, to throw up mounds and to build 
a siege wall. It will look to them [in Jeru¬ 
salem] like a false divination because they 
remember the oath that the Chaldeans 
swore to them when they made a cove¬ 
nant with Zedekiah. B ut this makes Me 
to remember their guilt and they shall be 
taken with the hand. A ruin, a ruin, a 
ruin will I make it.” 

THE FALL OF JERUSALEM 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing: “Son of man, I am taking away 
from you the delight of your eyes [22] 




[19] the east wind dried up her fruit : Until Babylon overcame her. 

[20] royal scepter : The royal house has been destroyed, and no heir is left. 

[21] a beast’s liver: These are the primitive superstitions connected with 
divination. 


[22] the delight of your eyes : This was meant to be Ezekiel’s wife. 

God creates new worlds constantly. In what way? By causing mar¬ 
riages to take place. 
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EZEKIEL 24 : 16-27 


by a stroke. Yet you shall neither lament 
nor weep nor let a tear fall. Sigh in si¬ 
lence. Make no mourning for the dead. 
Wind your headdress upon you and 
put shoes upon your feet. Cover not 
your upper lip and eat not the bread of 
mourning.” [23] 

I did in the morning as I was com¬ 
manded and in the evening my wife 
died. [24] The people said to me: “Will 
you not tell us what the things you do 
mean?” I said to them: “The word of 
the Lord came to me, saying: Speak to 
the house of Israel. Thus said the Lord: I 
am about to profane My Sanctuary; 
the pride of your strength, your sons 
and your daughters, the delight of your 
eyes, that you left behind, shall fall to the 


sword. And you shall do as I have done: 
You shall not cover your upper lip nor 
eat the bread of mourning. [25] Your 
headdress shall remain on your head and 
your shoes on your feet. You shall pine 
away in your iniquities and moan one 
toward the other. Thus Ezekiel shall be 
to you as an omen; just as he has done 
you shall do. When this comes to pass, 
then shall you know that I am the Lord 
God.” 

“And you, son of man, on the day 
when I take from them their stronghold, 
the joy of their glory, the delight of 
their eyes and the yearning of their souls, 
their sons and daughters, [26] on that 
day, he that escapes shall come to you 
with the news. On the day that the fugi- 


[23] eat not the bread of mourning: The calamity will be so great that 
the ordinary methods of mourning and lament will be both inadequate and 
impossible. 

M my wife died : If a man merits it, his wife gladdens his life. If he 
does not merit it, she desolates it. 



[25] eat the bread of mourning : This is the meal of comfort brought by 
neighbors to the mourner after returning from the cemetery. In Hebrew this is 
called seudath habraah. 


[26] their sons and daughters : The old have no taste and the young 
no power of counsel. 
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EZEKIEL 24:27133:21, 22 


tive shall come to you, your mouth shall 
be opened and you shall speak and not be 
mute any longer. Then they shall know 
that I am the Lord. ” 

THE FUGITIVE CAME 

in the twelfth year [27] of our cap¬ 
tivity, in the tenth month, on the fifth 
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day of the month, a fugitive from Jeru¬ 
salem came to me, saying: “The city has 
fallen.” 

Now the hand of the Lord had been 
upon me in the evening before the 
fugitive came. He opened my mouth 
when the fugitive came to me in the 
morning, and I was no longer mute. [28] 


[27] the twelfth year : The twelfth year of Jehoiachin’s captivity, which 
began in 597 B. C. E. Jerusalem was conquered in the eleventh year of 
Zedekiah’s reign, or 586 B.C.E. 



[28] 1 was no longer mute : On the same day that Nebuchadnezzar be¬ 
sieged Jerusalem, EzekieVs wife died in the epidemic which broke out among 
the captive exiles in Babylon. In his grief the prophet remained aware of the 
calamity which had befallen the nation, but none around him thought of the 
impending mational disaster. In the death of his beloved wife —“He whose 
first wife dies it is to him as if the Temple in Jerusalem had happened 
in his time; the world darkens for him” (Sanhedrin 22a and b)— 
Ezekiel saw a symbol of the coming calamity. Ezekiel remained mute until 
the first fugitive came to report that Jerusalem had been destroyed. That was 
three years later, because it took Nebuchadnezzar two-and-a-half years to 
breach the walls of Jerusalem and six months for the fugitive to travel from 
Jerusalem to Babylon. After the news of the destruction of the Temple, 
Ezekiel began to prophesy words of comfort, and devoted his efforts to build¬ 
ing a new community in Babylon. 
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13* EZEKIEL [18-48] 


INDIVIDUAL RESPONSIBILITY 

“you, son of man, say to the house of 
Israel: You speak thus, saying: Our 
transgressions and our sins are upon us, 


we waste away. How can we live? [1] 
Say to them: As I live, says the Lord 
God, I have no delight in the death of 
the wicked, but that the wicked turn 
from his way and live. [2] Turn, turn 


[1] how can we live: Every man should see himself as half good and 
half evil. By performing one more good act, he becomes a righteous 
man; by performing one more evil act, he becomes a wicked man. 

[2] turn from his way and live : Though everything is foreseen by 
God yet man is granted free will. 
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from your evil ways. [3] Why should 
you die, O house of Israel?” 

The word of the Lord came to me, 
saying: “What do you mean by using 
this proverb in the land of Israel, saying: 
‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes and 
the children’s teeth are set on edge’ ? As I 
live, says the Lord God, you shall have 
no more occasion to use this proverb in 
Israel. All souls are Mine: the soul of the 
father as well as the soul of the son is 
Mine. The soul that sins, that soul shall 
die. [4] 


“The soul that sins shall die. The son 
shall not bear the iniquity of the father, 
nor shall the father bear the iniquity of 
the son; the righteousness of the righ¬ 
teous shall be on him, and the wicked¬ 
ness of the wicked shall be on him. [5] 
But if the wicked turn from all the sins 
he has committed and keep all My stat¬ 
utes he shall surely live, he shall not die. 
None of his transgressions that he has 
committed shall be held against him; for 
his righteousness that he has performed 
he shall live. [6] Have I any pleasure at 


[3] turn from your evil ways : Just as the Creator willed that fire 
and air should ascend and water and earth should fall, so He willed that 
man should have freedom to act and have all his actions within his 
power, and hence be judged according to his deeds. 

[4] that soul shall die: In the captivity the exiles blamed their fathers’ 
sins for their punishment, and Ezekiel spoke out sharply against this. A man’s 
fate is determined by his own actions, not by those of his father or his children. 

The righteous will be judged righteous and the wicked will be punished. No 
generation will be punishedfor the sins of its forebears or for its descendants. 

[5] the wickedness of the wicked shall be on him : Only if the chil¬ 
dren are like their fathers and sin against the Almighty will they suffer 
for their fathers’ sins as well as for their own. 



[6] he shall live i Woe will come to me from my Creator if I obey my 
impulses. And woe to me from my impulses if I obey my Creator. 
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EZEKIEL 18:23; 33 : 12-15 


all that the wicked should die? says the 
Lord; and not rather that he should re¬ 
turn from his ways and live? [7] 

“You, son of man, say to your people, 
the righteousness of the righteous man 
shall not deliver him on the day of his 
transgression; and the wickedness of the 
wicked man shall not bring his downfall 
in the day of his turning away from his 
wickedness. When I say to the righteous 
man that he shall surely live, if then he 


relies upon his righteousness and com¬ 
mits iniquity, none of his righteous 
deeds shall be remembered; but for the 
iniquity that he committed shall he 
die. [8] Again, when I say to the wicked : 
‘You shall surely die,’ and he turn from 
his sin and does justice and righteousness, 
if the wicked returns the pledge, [9] 
gives back what he had taken by rob¬ 
bery, [10] follows the statutes which 
lead to life, commits no iniquity, he shall 


[7] return from his ways and live : It is written, “Good and upright 
is the Lord, therefore He will instruct sinners in the way” (Psalms 
25:8). They asked Wisdom, “What shall be the punishment of the 
sinner?” Wisdom answered. “Evil pursues sinners” (Proverbs 13:21). 
They asked Prophecy. It replied, “The soul that sins shall die” (Ezekiel 
18:4). They asked the Law. It replied, “Let him bring a sacrifice” 
(Leviticus 1:4). They asked God, and He replied, “Let him repent, and 
obtain his atonement. My children, what do I ask of you? Seek Me 
and live.” 

[8] shall he die : If one sins, saying, I shall sin and repent, sin and re¬ 
pent, then no opportunity will be given to him to repent. 

[9] returns the pledge: When repentance is derived from fear, pre¬ 
meditated sins are counted as errors; when repentance is so great be¬ 
cause it is derived from the love of God, premeditated sins are counted 
as though they were merits. 

[10] what he has taken by robbery: He who robs the public cannot 
win full forgiveness through repentance, because he does not know to 
whom he must make restitution. 
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EZEKIEL 33 ^ 5 * 16 , 30-33 ; 37 :i. 2 

surely live; he shall not die. [11] None 
of the sins that he has committed shall be 
remembered against him, because he has 
done that which is just and right; there¬ 
fore, he shall surely live. 

“Yet your people say: The way of the 
Lord is not fair. O house of Israel, your 
way is not fair. I judge each according to 
his ways.” [12] 

THEY HEAR BUT DO NOT OBEY 

“as for you, son of man, your people 
who talk about you by the walls and in 
the doors of the houses, they speak to one 
another: Come and hear the word that 
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comes from the Lord. They come to you 
in a crowd and sit before you as My 
people, and hear your words but heed 
them not. [13] You are to them as a love 
song, as one that has a beautiful voice 
and can play well on an instrument. 
They hear your words, but they do them 
not. When this comes to pass, they shall 
know that a prophet was among them.” 

THE VISION OF THE DRY BONES 

the hand of the Lord was upon me and 
the Lord carried me by the spirit and set 
me down in the midst of a valley, and it 
was full of bones. [14] He led me all 


[11] he shall not die : Rabbi Alexander said that if a mortal man uses 
broken vessels it is a disgrace. But for God it is otherwise, because all 
His servants are broken vessels, as it is said, “The Lord is near to the 
broken-hearted, and the contrite of spirit will He save.” 

I 12] each according to his ways : All the judgments of the Holy 
One, blessed be He, are on the basis of measure for measure. 



[13] but heed them not i He whose deeds exceed his wisdom is like a 
man who rides a horse with a bridle and reins; he can direct the horse 
as he wills. But he whose wisdom exceeds his deeds is like a man who 
rides a horse without either rein or bridle. 


<*§ [14] full of bones : Rabbi Judah said that the story that Ezekiel brought 
the dead to life is true, but a parable. Then Rabbi Nehemiah asked, 
“If it is true, then it cannot be a parable; and if it is a parable, then it 
cannot be true.” Then Rabbi Judah answered, “Truly, it is a parable; 
and truly it happened and is the fate of Israel.” 
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EZEKIEL 37:2-12, 14 


around them and I saw that there were 
many of them in the open valley and 
they were very dry. And He said to me: 
“Son of man, can these bones live?” I 
answered: “Lord, only You know.” He 
said to me: “Prophesy over these bones 
and say to them: O you dry bones, hear 
the word of the Lord. Thus said the Lord 
God to these bones: I will put sinews 
upon you and will bring up flesh upon 
you. I will cover you with skin and put 
breath in you, and you shall live, that 
you shall know that I am the Lord.” 

I prophesied as I was commanded, and 
as I prophesied there was a noise and a 
commotion and the bones came to¬ 
gether, bone to bone. I looked and there 
was sinew upon them and flesh came up 
and skin covered them above but there 
was no breath in them. Then He said to 
me: “Prophesy to the breath. Prophesy, 


son of man, and say to the breath: Thus 
said the Lord God: Come from the four 
ends of the earth. Come breath and 
breathe life into these corpses that they 
may live.” 

So I prophesied as He commanded 
and breath came into them and they 
lived and stood up upon their feet, a 
great host. Then He said to me: “Son of 
man, these bones are the whole house of 
Israel. They say: We are dried up bones, 
and our hope is lost. We are completely 
cut off. Therefore prophesy to them and 
say: Thus said the Lord God: I will open 
your graves and raise you up out of your 
graves and bring you to the land of 
Israel. [15] I will put My spirit in you and 
you shall live, and I will settle you in 
your own land; [16] and you shall know 
that I the Lord have spoken and per¬ 
formed it, says the Lord.” 



[15] the land of Israel: Rabbi Eliezer said that whoever dies outside 
of the land of Israel will be brought to Israel and resurrected when the 
time comes. It was customary to put a clod of earth from the land of 
Israel on the coffin of all those who died outside of the land of Israel, 
and later to put a little bag of earth from the soil of Israel under the 
dead man’s head. 



[16] in your own land: Ezekiel’s prophecy that Israel would be restored 
was the most heartening prophecy he could bring to the exiles. The vision of 
the dry bones brought to life was a forecast of the resurrection of the children 
of Israel and the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. 
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RESTORATION OF THE LAND 

you mountains of Israel, hear the word 
of the Lord. Thus said the Lord God to 
the mountains and the hills, to the 
streams and the valleys, to the desolate 
wastes and the abandoned cities which 
have become a prey and a derision to the 
nations that are round about. Therefore, 
thus said the Lord God: “I have lifted up 
My hand that the nations round about 
you shall bear their shame. But you moun¬ 
tains of Israel put forth your branches 
and yield your fruit to My people Is¬ 
rael, because soon they will come back. 
I am with you. I shall look to you 
and shall see that you shall be tilled and 
sown. The cities shall be inhabited and 
the waste places shall be rebuilt. [17] I 
will multiply men and beasts upon you 
and they shall increase and be fruitful. I 
will settle you, as in former days, and I 
will do better to you than at your be¬ 


ginnings ; and you will know that I am 
the Lord. ” 

THE PEOPLE REGENERATED 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing: “Son of man, when the house of 
Israel dwelt in their own land they de¬ 
filed it by their doings. So I poured out 
My fury upon them for the blood which 
they shed upon the land and because 
they had defiled it with their idols. I 
scattered them among the nations and 
dispersed them through the countries. 
According to their ways and their do¬ 
ings I judged them. 

“When they came among the nations, 
wherever they came, they profaned My 
holy Name in that men said to them: 
‘These are the people of the Lord and yet 
they were driven out of their land.’ I had 
concern for My holy Name which the 
house of Israel had profaned among the 
nations [18] where they came. Therefore, 


[17] the waste places shall be rebuilt: The first steps in Israel's re¬ 
generation will be the regeneration of the despoiled land and the desolate 
cities. 



[18] profaned among the nations : The pagan neighbors of Jews never 
returned anything they found which belonged to a Jew, and so it was 
decided that legally a Jew might also keep the possessions of pagans 
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EZEKIEL 36:22-24, 26-28; 37:15, l6 


say to the house of Israel: Thus said the 
Lord: It is not for your sake that I am 
doing this, O house of Israel, but for My 
holy Name, which you have profaned 
among the nations to which you came. 
I will sanctify My great Name [19] that 
has been profaned among the nations; 
and the nations shall know that I am the 
Lord, when I will be sanctified in you 
before their eyes. 

“I will take you out of the nations and 
gather you out of all the countries, and 
will bring you into your own land. I will 
give you a new heart, and a new spirit 


[20] will I put within you. I will remove 
the heart of stone out of your flesh and 
will give you a heart of flesh. I will put 
My spirit within you and make you fol¬ 
low My statutes and you shall keep My 
ordinances and do them. And you shall 
dwell in the land which I gave to your 
fathers. Then you shall be My people 
and I shall be your God.” 

THE KINGDOMS REUNITED 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing: “You, son of man, take a piece of 


which he found. Some rabbis, however, declared that it glorified 
God’s Name to return such things nonetheless. 

Simeon ben Shetah bought a donkey and under its saddle discovered 
a pearl. He returned the pearl to the Arab from whom he had bought 
it and the Arab exclaimed, “Blessed be the God of Israel.” The rabbi’s 
students asked why he had not kept the pearl, in accordance with the 
law. And the rabbi replied, “Am I then a pagan? His blessing is worth 
more to me than all the money the pearl might have brought.” 

[19] my great name : Rabbi Johanan ben Berokah said, “If a man pro¬ 
fanes the Name of God secretly, he will be repaid openly. In the prof¬ 
anation of the Name, there is no distinction between the inadvertent 
and the presumptuous.” 

[20] A new spirit : Our Sages say that when the children of Israel will 
live peacefully among themselves and become as brothers to one 
another, they will then be worthy to be redeemed. 
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EZEKIEL 37: l6-l8, 21 , 22 , 24-27; 34: 1-6 

wood [21] and write upon it: ‘Judah and 
all that belongs to it.’ Then take another 
piece of wood and write upon it: ‘Israel 
and all that belongs to it.’ Then join them 
together so as to form a single plank in 
your hand. When your people shall ask 
you, saying, ‘Will you tell us what you 
mean by this?’ say to them: Thus said 
the Lord God: I will take the children of 
Israel out from among the nations where 
they have gone. I will gather them from 
every side and bring them into their own 
land. I will make them one nation in the 
land on the mountains of Israel and one 
king shall be king over them. My servant 
David shall be king over them. Neither 
shall they be divided into two kingdoms 
any longer. I will make a covenant of 
peace with them and it shall be an ever¬ 
lasting covenant. I will establish them 
and multiply them and will set My sanc¬ 
tuary in their midst forever. I will be 
their God and they shall be My people. 
When My sanctuary shall be in their 
midst forever, then shall the nations 


139 

know that I am the Lord that sanctifies 
Israel.” 

REBUKE TO SELFISH LEADERS 

the word of the lord came to me, 
saying: “Son of man, prophesy against 
the shepherds of Israel. [22] Prophesy 
and say to them: Woe to the shepherds 
of Israel who have fed none but them¬ 
selves. Should not the shepherds feed the 
sheep? You have fed on the milk and 
have clothed yourself with the wool. 
You have killed the fadings, but you 
have not tended the flock. You have not 
strengthened the weak, neither have you 
healed the sick, neither have you bound 
up the wounded, neither have you 
brought back the strayed, neither have 
you sought out the lost. You ruled over 
them with force and rigor. So they 
scattered because there was no shepherd; 
and they became food to all the beasts of 
the field. My sheep wandered through 
all the mountains and upon every high 



[21] a piece of wood : A symbolic scepter representing the kingdoms of 
Israel and Judah. 



[22] shepherds of Israel : For Israel to be revived and restored, it must have 
virtuous and responsible leaders. Ezekiel here condemns Israel's past rulers 
and promises better ones in the future. 
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EZEKIEL 34:6, 10 - 12 , I 5~22 


hill. My flock was scattered over all the 
earth and there was none to seek and 
search for them. [23] 

“Therefore, you shepherds, hear the 
word of the Lord: Thus said the Lord 
God: I am against the shepherds. I will 
require My sheep at their hands and I will 
stop them from feeding the sheep. I will 
deliver My sheep from their mouths 
that they may not be food for them.” 

Thus said the Lord: “Here I am and I 
will search for My sheep and seek them 
out. As a shepherd searches for his flock 
in the day when they are scattered, so 
will I seek out My sheep. I will deliver 
them out from all the nations and gather 
them from all the countries and bring 
them into their own land. I will feed My 
sheep. I Myself will lead them to their 
pasture,” says the Lord. “I will seek out 
the lost, I will bring back those who are 
strayed, I will bind up the wounded, I 


will strengthen the sick, I will watch over 
the fat and the strong ones. I will feed 
them with justice. [24] 

“As for you, My flock,” thus said the 
Lord God: “I will judge between the 
sheep and the rams and the he-goats. Is it 
not enough for you to have fed on good 
pasture but must you trample down with 
your feet the rest of the pasture? You 
drink clear waters, but must you foul the 
rest with your feet? My sheep have to 
eat that which you have trampled with 
your feet and drink that which you have 
fouled.” [25] 

THE IDEAL SHEPHERD 

therefore says the Lord God: “I will 
judge between the fat and lean sheep. 
Because you push with side and shoulder 
and huff all the weak with your horns, 
therefore will I help My flock, and they 


*+§ [ 23] none to seek and search for them : A shepherd protects his flock 
from lions, wolves and other enemies; so too must a leader protect his 
people from all enemies and lead them to obey the law. 



[24] 1 will feed them with justice : How unique is the lamb that can 
survive among seventy wolves! 


[25] which you have fouled : God revealed the earth in His wisdom, 
and He prepared the world for His congregation. 
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shall no longer be a prey. [26] I will judge 
between sheep and sheep. [27] I will 
set up one shepherd over them to tend 
them, that is My servant David. [28] He 
shall tend them and be their shepherd. I 
will make a covenant of peace with them 
and I will banish the wild beast out of 
the land so they may live safely in the 
wilderness and sleep in the woods. I will 
send down the rain in its season. The 
tree of the field shall yield its fruit and 
the earth shall yield its produce; and 
they shall be safe in their land. And they 
shall know that I am the Lord when I 
have broken the bars of their yoke and 
have delivered them out of the hand of 
those who enslaved them. 
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“You, My sheep, the sheep of My 
pasture, are man and I am your God,” 
said the Lord God. 

THE LAND OF MAGOG 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing : “Son of man, set your face toward 
Gog, of the land of Magog, [29] the 
chief prince of Meshech and Tubal, and 
prophesy against him.” Thus said the 
Lord God: “It shall come to pass in that 
day that thoughts shall come into your 
mind and you shall devise an evil design. 
You shall say: I will go up against the 
land of unwalled villages. [30] I will 
come upon them who are peaceful peo- 


[26] shall no longer be a prey : The life of a man is not true life if he 
does not help his fellowman. 

[27] sheep and sheep: The Lord will judge between the poor oppressed (the 
lean sheep) and the rich oppressors (the fat sheep), between good and evil. 

*+% [ 28] my servant david : When the Messiah comes, a leader, like David, 
will rule justly and wisely. 

<*§ I 29] the land of magog : But before the end of days arrives, there will be 
one great invasion by Gog, of the land of Magog. Gog has been variously 
interpreted as Babylon, Crete, and the Scythians; but most likely Gog was an 
apocalyptic and symbolic figure rather than a historical one. 

[ 30 ] unwalled villages: This defenselessness will prompt Gog to war. 
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EZEKIEL 38 : 11 - 13 , 15-21 


pie who all live in villages without walls, 
having neither bars nor gates, to take the 
spoil and to take the prey; to turn your 
hand against the waste places that are 
now reinhabited, against the people that 
are gathered from the nations, who dwell 
in the hilly country and who peacefully 
raise cattle. The traffickers of Sheba and 
Dedan, the merchants of Tarshish shall 
say to you: Have you come to despoil 
them? Have you assembled your army 
to take prey? To carry away the gold and 
silver, to take away cattle and goods, to 
take great spoil? [31] 

You bestirred yourself and came from 
the uttermost part of the north with 
a great host, all of them riding upon 
horses, a mighty array. You came against 
My people Israel as a cloud covering the 
land. Thus said the Lord God: You are 


the one of whom I spoke in olden times 
through My servants, the prophets of 
Israel that prophesied in those days that 
I will bring you against them. But it shall 
come to pass in that day when Gog shall 
come up against the land of Israel, My 
fury shall be roused. In My indignation 
and the fire of My wrath I swear that on 
that day there shall be a great earth¬ 
quake in the land of Israel, so that the 
fishes in the sea, the birds in the air, the 
beasts in the field and all things that 
creep on the ground, and all men that 
are on the face of the earth shall shake at 
My presence. The mountains shall be 
thrown down, the towers shall fall, and 
every wall shall tumble to the ground. I 
will call a sword against him throughout 
all My mountains, said the Lord God, 
every man’s sword shall be against his 


[31] to take great spoil: When Alexander the Great asked to enter 
the gates of Paradise, he was told that only the righteous could enter. 
He then asked for a gift, and a piece of a human skull with one eye 
open was thrown to him. Alexander wished to weigh it on his scales 
and placed it on a balance with gold and silver, but no matter how 
much gold he added, the skull was always heavier. Then the Sages 
advised him to put a clod of earth on the eye, and at once the gold in 
the balances became heavier than the skull. “This teaches,” the Sages 
told Alexander, “that a human eye is not satisfied with all the gold 
that exists until it is covered with the earth of the grave.” 
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brother. [32] I will punish him with pes¬ 
tilence and with blood. I will rain upon 
him and his bands, and upon the many 
peoples that are with him, a lashing rain, 
fire and brimstone. Thus will I magnify 
Myself and sanctify Myself and make 
Myself known in the eyes of the many 
nations; and they shall know that I am 
the Lord. 

AFTER THE DEFEAT OF GOG 

you shall fall on the mountains of 
Israel, you and all your bands, and the 


peoples who are with you. I will give 
you to be devoured by ravenous birds of 
every sort and the beasts of the field. 
Then it shall come and it shall be in the 
day I have predicted that they who live 
in the cities of Israel shall go out and 
make firewood of their weapons and 
use them as fuel. [33] They shall collect 
the shields and the bucklers, the bows 
and the arrows, the handpikes and the 
spears, and for seven years they shall 
make firewood of them. For seven years 
they shall not need to take wood from 
the fields, neither cut down any out of 


[32] EVERY man’s SWORD SHALL BE AGAINST HIS BROTHER I Two men 
are traveling in the desert but only one of them has a waterskin. If only 
one of them drinks, he will reach civilization. The son of Petura taught 
that it is better that both should die and neither live to see his brother’s 
death. But then Rabbi Akiba came and taught: Your life takes prece¬ 
dence over his. 


[33] use them as fuel: A rabbi stood in the marketplace when Elijah 
the prophet appeared to him. The rabbi asked, “Is there anyone here 
in this marketplace who will have a share in the world-to-come? 
Elijah replied that there was not. Just then two men came into the 
square, and Elijah remarked that those two would have a share in the 
world-to-come. The rabbi turned to the two men and asked them, 
“What is your occupation?” They answered, “We are merrymakers. 
When we see men troubled we cheer them. And when we see men 
quarreling we make peace between them.” 
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EZEKIEL 39HO, 21, 22; 4OH-6, 48; 4 i:i, 3, 4 


the forests, for they shall make fires of 
the weapons. [34] Thus will I set My 
glory among the nations, and all nations 
shall see My judgment that I have exe¬ 
cuted and My hand that I have laid upon 
them. From that day forward the house 
of Israel shall know that I am the Lord 
their God. 

THE LIFEGIVING STREAM 

IN THE FIVE AND TWENTIETH YEAR of OUr 
captivity, in the beginning of the year, 
in the tenth day of the month, in the 
fourteenth year after the city had fall¬ 
en, [35] in the selfsame day, the hand of 
the Lord was upon me and He brought 
me in a vision to the land of Israel. He 
set me down upon a very high moun¬ 
tain, and in front of me was the outline 


of a city. He brought me there, and there 
was a man whose appearance was like 
the appearance of shining bronze, with a 
measuring line of flax and a measuring 
rod in his hand. [36] He stood at the 
gate and said to me: “Son of man, look 
with your eyes and hear with your ears 
and set your heart upon what I know.You 
were brought here in order that I might 
show them to you; and then for you to de¬ 
clare what you see to the house of Israel.” 

I saw a wall on the outside of the 
house. He brought me to the gate which 
looked toward the east. Then he brought 
me to the porch of the house and mea¬ 
sured each post of the porch. Then he 
brought me to the Temple and measured 
the posts. He went inward and measured 
each post of the entrance. He measured 
its length, it was twenty cubits, and the 


[34] make fires of the weapons : For seven full years after the defeat of 
Gog, the people of Israel will need no wood from the forests for 
making fires. Instead, they will build their fires from the handles of 
the knives, spears and swords of the enemy. Those seven years will be 
joyous as a wedding feast, a feast of joy to the righteous. 

[35] the city had fallen: Jehoiachin was captured in 597 B.C.E., so 
that the time now is 572. 


[36] a measuring rod in his hand: Prophecy is given in either a dream 
or a vision. When a prophet is inspired, he may perceive an allegory, or he 
may in a prophetic vision perceive that God speaks to him, or he hears an 
angel addressing him, and sees him also. 
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width twenty cubits before the Temple. 
He said: “This is the most holy place.” 

He returned me to the door of the 
Temple and I saw water flowing from 
under the threshold of the house east¬ 
ward, for the forefront of the house 
looked toward the east. He brought me 
out by the way of the gate that looked 
east. When the man went out eastward 
with the line in his hand he measured 
a thousand cubits and made me pass 
through the waters. The waters came up 
to my ankles. Again he measured a thou¬ 
sand cubits and made me pass through 
the waters. The waters came up to my 
knees. Again he measured a thousand 
cubits and made me cross the waters. 
The waters came up to my loins. Again 
he measured a thousand cubits and it was 
a river that I could not pass through. 
Then he said to me: “Have you seen 
this, son of man?” Then he led me and 
brought me to the bank of the river and 
I saw many trees growing on both sides. 


He said to me: “These waters go forth 
to the eastern region and they shall reach 
to the Arabah and when they fall into 
the sea, into the sea of bitter waters, the 
waters shall be healed. Then every living 
creature shall live in it. Fishermen shall 
stand on its shore. There shall be a place 
for the spreading of nets. Fish of all sorts 
will be plentiful, like those of the Great 
Sea. But the [water in the] marshes and 
swamps shall not become fresh. It shall 
be left for the supply of salt. On both 
banks of the river shall grow every kind 
of tree for food. The leaves on the trees 
shall never wither, neither shall the fruit 
of the trees ever fail. Every month the 
trees shall bear fresh fruit because the 
water that feeds them flows from the 
Sanctuary. Their fruit shall be for food 
and their leaves for healing. 

“The circumference of the city shall 
be eighteen thousand cubits [37] and 
from that day the name of the city shall 
be ‘The Lord is There.’ ” 



[37] eighteen thousand cubits: Abaye said: The world must con¬ 
tain no fewer than thirty-six righteous men in each generation, who 
are vouchsafed the sight of the shechinah. Rabba said: The righteous 
standing immediately before the Holy One, blessed be He, consist of 
18,000, for it is written: “It shall be eighteen thousand round about.” 
The thirty-six refer to those who see the Lord in a bright mirror; the 
18,000 those who contemplate Him in a dim one. 
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14 * HOSE A [Hj 


the word of the lord that came to 
Hosea, son of Beeri, [i] in the days of 
Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, 
kings of Judah, and in the days of Jero¬ 
boam, the son ofjoash, king of Israel. 


THE MARRIAGE OF HOSEA 

WHEN THE LORD FIRST SPOKE to Hosea, 
the Lord said to him: “Go and take a 
wife who will become a harlot [2] and 


[1] son of beeri: Hosea’s father was a prophet who prophesied only 
two verses (Isaiah 8 :19-20): “When they will say to you: Consult the 
ghosts and the spirits that chirp and gibber: should not a people consult 
their God? But, on behalf of the living, they consult the dead.” The 
children of Israel should turn to the Torah for instruction, and if they 
will not, then there is no light of dawn. 


[2] who will become A harlot : Some of the rabbis believe the command 
to be allegorical, and others believe it to be a command which Hosea did in 
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have the children of a harlot, for the 
land has committed great harlotry in 
turning away from the Lord.” [3] 

So Hosea went and took Gomer, the 
daughter of Diblaim. She conceived and 
bore him a son. And the Lord said to 
him: “Call his name Jezreel; [4] for yet 


a little while and I will demand the blood 
of Jezreel from the house of Jehu, and I 
will bring to an end the house of Israel. 
On that day will I break the power of 
Israel in the valley of Jezreel .” 

Then Gomer conceived again and bore 
a daughter. And the Lord said to Hosea: 


fact obey, so that the people would see their waywardness and infidelity in his 
action. This was to be the symbol of IsraeVs apostasy. 


[3] from the lord: When the Lord said to Hosea: “Your children 
have sinned. What shall I do to them?” Hosea should have replied, 
“They are Your children, the children of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 
Show them Your mercy.” But instead Hosea said, “Sovereign of the 
universe, the whole world is Yours. Exchange them for a different 
nation.” 

Then the Lord said, “I shall order him to marry a wonam of harlotry 
and beget three children by her. Then will I command him to send her 
away from his presence, so that he will understand.” 

After two sons and a daughter were born to Hosea, the Lord com¬ 
manded Hosea to part with Gomer. Hosea pleaded that she had borne 
him children and that he could neither cast her out nor divorce her. 
Then the Lord said, “If you, whose wife is a harlot so that you cannot 
know whether your children are your own or belong to others, cannot 
exchange your wife for another, how can you tell Me to exchange 
Israel, who are My children, for another people?” 

Hosea saw that he had sinned and begged for mercy, but the Lord 
rebuked him again, saying, “Instead of pleading for mercy for your¬ 
self, plead for mercy for Israel.” So Hosea began to bless Israel and 
to speak his prophecies of comfort. 


[4] jezreel: This means “God sows.” 
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“Call her name Lo-ruhamah; [5] for I 
will not again have compassion upon the 
house of Israel that I should ever forgive 
them.” 

When she had weaned Lo-ruhamah 
she conceived and bore a son. And He 
said to him: “Call his name Lo-ammi, [6] 
for you are not My people and I am not 
your God.” 

ISRAEL: THE FAITHLESS WIFE 

Plead with your mother, plead; 

Let her put away her harlotry from 
her face, 

And her adultery from between her 
breasts; [7] 

Lest I strip her naked, 

And set her naked as the day she 
was born, 


hosea 1:6, 8, 9; 2:4-7, 10 

And make her like a desert, 

And set her in a dry land, 

And leave her to die of thirst. 

I will have no compassion on her 
children; 

For they are the children of harlotry 

Because their mother played the 
harlot; 

She bore them and has acted shame¬ 
fully. [8] 

She said: “I will follow my lovers, 

Who give me my bread and my 
water, 

My wool and my flax, my oil and 
my wine.” 

But she did not know that it was I 
that gave her 

The corn and the wine and the oil; 

And the silver and gold which I 
multiplied for her, 


[5] lo-ruhamah: Ttie name means “the unpitied one” and very likely 
this child was illegitimate. 


[ 6 ] lo-ammi: The name means “not My people.” 

t [7] from between her breasts : In those days harlots painted their faces 
and carried a talisman on a chain around their necks, which fell between their 
breasts and identified them as harlots. 


[8 ] has acted shamefully : Rabbi Johanan said in the name of Rabbi 
Jose: “Better one self-reproach in the heart of a man than a thousand 
lashes.” 
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Which they used for Baal. 
Therefore will I take back My corn 
in its harvest time, 

And My wine in its season, 

And I will reclaim My wool and 
My flax 

Given to cover her nakedness. 

Now I will uncover her shame in 
the sight of her lovers 
And none shall save her out of My 
hand. 

I will lay waste her vines and her 
fig-trees 

Which she said, “They are mine, 

My lovers have given them to me.” 
I will turn them into a forest, 

And beasts of the field shall devour 
them. 

I will bring all her joy to an end, 

Her feasts, her new moons and her 
sabbaths, 

And all her festivals. 

I will punish her for her days of the 
Baalim, 

To whom she offered sacrifices, 

And decked herself with earrings 
and jewels 


And went after her lovers, 

And forgot Me, said the Lord. 

HOSEA TAKES HIS WIFE BACK 

again the Lord said to me: “Go and 
love the woman beloved of a paramour, 
who is an adulteress, even as the Lord 
loves the children of Israel, though they 
turn to other gods and love their raisin 
cakes.” [9] 

So I bought her for myself for fifteen 
pieces of silver and a homer and a half of 
barley. And I said to her: “For many 
days you shall live a secluded life. You 
shall not be any man’s wife, nor will I 
myself come near you. [10] For the 
children of Israel shall abide many days 
without a king, without a prince, with¬ 
out sacrifices, without a sacred pillar, 
ephod or teraphim” 


THE SINS OF ISRAEL 

hear the words of the Lord, you chil¬ 
dren of Israel. The Lord has a quarrel 
with the inhabitants of the land, because 


[9] raisin cakes : These were part of the pagan offerings to Baal. 

[10] 1 myself come near you: God commands Hosea to give his erring 
wife another chance, just as the Lord has given the children of Israel another 
chance after their betrayal. But first there must be a period of seclusion. 
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HOSEA 4:2, 12, 4, 3, 14; 5:8, 9 


there is no truth, nor kindness, nor 
knowledge of God in the land. Cursing 
and lying, stealing and killing; they 
break all bounds and blood touches 
blood. [11] My people inquire of a block 
of wood to guide them, and their staff 
instructs them. A whoring spirit caused 
them to err and they have abandoned 
their God. 

There is no man to bring charges, no 
one to reprove; [12] the people reproach 
the priest. Therefore the land mourns 
and everything that dwells therein lan¬ 
guishes; even the beasts of the earth, the 
birds in the air and the fish in the sea 
perish. 


I will not punish your daughters when 
they commit harlotry, nor your daugh¬ 
ters-in-law when they commit adul¬ 
tery ; when you yourselves consort with 
harlots and sacrifice with temple-prosti¬ 
tutes; [13] and a people that is without 
understanding must come to ruin. 

GUILT AND PUNISHMENT 

Blow the shofar in Gibeah, 

And the trumpet in Ramah; 

Sound the alarm in Beth-aven: [14] 
“Look behind you, O Benjamin!” 
Ephraim shall be desolate in the day 
of punishment; 


[11] blood touches blood : Everywhere there is violence and murder. 


[12] no one to reprove : Our Sages say that when the scholar, rabbi or 
leader sees evils done and does not point them out to the people and 
reprove them, he shares the punishment. 

Abba Saul ben Nannas said: There are four types of scholars. One is 
the man who learns, but does not teach others. The second is the man 
who teaches others but does not learn. The third is he who neither 
learns nor teaches. And there is the man who both teaches and learns. 



[13] temple prostitutes : If parents commit transgressions, the example 
they set will be copied by their children. 



[14] beth-aven: The prophet derisively calls Beth-el, which means the 
house of God, Beth-aven, which means the house of sin, because Jeroboam 
had set up a golden calf to be worshiped there. 
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Among the tribes of Israel do I make 
known that which will surely 
occur. 

The princes of Judah are like those 
who remove the landmark; 

I will pour out My wrath upon 
them like water. 

Ephraim is oppressed, justly 
crushed; 

Because he willingly walked after 
filth. 

Therefore I am to Ephraim like a 
moth, 

To the house of Judah like a 
rottenness. 

When Ephraim saw his sickness, 

And Judah his wound, 

Ephraim went to Assyria 

And sent to the great king. 

But he is not able to heal you, 

Neither can he cure your wound. 

For I will be to Ephraim like a lion, 
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And like a young lion to the house 
of Judah. 

I will tear and depart, 

I will take away, and there shall be 
none to rescue. 


FEIGNED REPENTANCE 

i will go and return to My place until 
they acknowledge their guilt and seek 
My face. [15] In their distress they will 
seek me earnestly. 

[They will say,] “ Come, let us return 
to the Lord, for He has torn but will heal 
us. He has wounded us, but He will bind 
us up, that we may live in His presence. 
Let us know Him, let us strive to know 
the Lord. His coming is sure as the com¬ 
ing of dawn. He shall be to us as the rain, 
as the spring rain that waters the 
earth.” [16] 


[15] seek my face: When Israel sinned, the Temple was deprived of 
the presence of God until the people should repent. The Lord with¬ 
drew His presence so that the enemy might enter the Temple. But 
once the children of Israel acknowledged their guilt and sought Him 
in earnest, He would return. 

[16] that waters the earth : A pious father visited his older daughter 
who was married to a potter. Before he left her house, his daughter 
said, “Father, please pray for dry, sunny weather so that my husband’s 
pots will dry well. Because you are pious, the Lord will answer you.” 
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hosea 6:4, 6-io; 7: i 


O Ephraim, what shall I do with you ? 
O Israel, what shall I do with you? Your 
goodness is like the morning cloud, like 
the dew that passes away early. I desire 
goodness and not sacrifices, and the 
knowledge of God rather than burnt 
offerings. [17] But like Adam they have 
transgressed the covenant. They have 
dealt treacherously against Me. Gilead is 
a city of evildoers, tracked with bloody 
footprints. The priests hide themselves 


on the road and murder those going to 
Shechem. In the house of Beth-el I have 
seen horrible things; harlotry is found in 
Ephraim, Israel is defiled. [18] 

KINGS AND PRINCES FALLEN 

when i would restore the fortunes of 
My people; when I would heal Israel, 
then the iniquity of Ephraim and the 
wickedness of Samaria is uncovered. 


The next day the father visited his younger daughter who was the 
wife of a farmer, and she asked him to pray for rain. “We need rain 
badly for the crops, for the corn and the wheat to grow.” 

The father raised his eyes to heaven and prayed, “O Lord, blessed 
be Thy Name. In Your compassion, I leave it to You to know when 
to send rain and when sunshine, to arrange the blessings of the world 
so that none are hurt and all are satisfied.” 



[17] burnt offerings: When Johanan ben Zakkai and Rabbi Joshua 
passed the ruins of the Temple in Jerusalem, Rabbi Joshua lamented, 
“Woe unto us. The Temple where we made offerings to atone for our 
sins is destroyed. How shall we atone for our sins now?” 

“We have other means of atonement,” Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai 
replied. “Benevolence to our fellowmen. Charity. Loans without 
interest to the poor. And other deeds of lovingkindness. For it is writ¬ 
ten: ‘I desire mercy and not sacrifice.’” 



[18] Israel is defiled: No place, not the Temple or Gilead or Shechem or 
Beth-el are intrinsically holy. Holiness and sacredness depend on men’s deeds. 
When the spirit of God departs from a place it is defiled; when the Lord’s 
presence is removed from the Temple, it can be destroyed by the pagans. 
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They commit falsehood, the thief enters 
into the house, the robbers roam the 
streets, no one says even in his heart that 
I remember all their wickedness. Now 
their sins have encompassed them and 
they are before My sight. They make the 
king glad with their wickedness and their 
princes with their lies. [19] On the day of 
coronation the princes make him sick 
with the heat of the wine and the king 
revels with worthless men. For they have 
made ready their heart like an oven, in 
the morning it burns like a flaming fire. 
They are all as heated as an oven and de¬ 
vour their rulers. All their kings are fal¬ 
len and there is none that calls to Me. 

WORTHLESS FOREIGN ENTANGLEMENTS 

Ephraim mingles among the na¬ 
tions ; 


Ephraim has become a cake not 
turned. 

Strangers have devoured his 
strength, 

And he is not aware of it. 

Yes, gray hairs are sprinkled upon 
him, 

And he knows it not. 

The arrogance of Israel testifies 
against him; 

Still they have not returned to the 
Lord their God, 

Nor sought Him in spite of all 
this. 

Ephraim has become like a silly 
dove, without understanding. [20] 

They call to Egypt, they go to 
Assyria. 

Even as they go, I will spread My 
net over them. 


[19] with their lies i Four types of people are unworthy of receiving 
the presence of God: scoffers, flatterers, liars and slanderers. 


[20] without understanding: The Roman Emperor Hadrian in¬ 
stalled three garrisons in Israel, and sent his couriers to announce that 
any Jews who came out of hiding and presented themselves to the 
Emperor would be granted their wishes about where they would 
live. Many of the Tews believed those announcements, so “Ephraim 
became like a silly dove, without understanding,” and came out of 
hiding. All gathered in the valley of Remmon. There, Hadrian said 
to the commander of his legions: “By the time I fmish eating this loaf 
of bread and capon’s drumstick, I do not want to see a single Jew alive.” 
The Roman soldiers surrounded the refugees and slaughtered them. 
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HOSEA 7:12-15; 8:1, 3, 4, 7, II, 13, 14 


I will bring them down as the fowls 
from heaven. 

I will bind them because of their 
wickedness, 

I will chastise them as their congre¬ 
gation has heard before. 

Woe to them, for they have strayed 
from Me! 

Destruction will overtake them, for 
they have transgressed against 
Me! 

How can I redeem them, 

When they speak lies to Me ? 

They did not cry to Me with their 
heart; 

Though they wail upon their beds, 

They bestir themselves for corn and 
wine, they rebel against Me. 

Though I have trained and strength¬ 
ened their arms, 

Yet they devise wickedness against 
Me. 

FALSE GODS 

Put a shofar to your lips! 

A vulture swoops upon the house 
of the Lord, 

Because they have broken My 
covenant 


And sinned against the law. 

Israel cast off that which is good; 

[Therefore] an enemy shall pursue 
him. 

They have set up kings, but not with 
My consent; 

They deposed them, but not with 
My approval. 

Because they sowed the wind, they 
shall reap the whirlwind; 

There will be no stalks, the sprout 
shall yield no meal; 

If it should yield fruit, foreigners 
shall devour it. 

Israel is swallowed up; 

Now they are become among the 
nations 

A worthless vessel. 

Ephraim had enough altars to sin, 

But it has multiplied altars to sin 
more. 

As for the burnt offerings that they 
sacrifice to Me, 

Let them eat the flesh, 

For the Lord does not desire them. 

Israel has forgotten its Maker and 
built palaces, [21] 

And Judah has multiplied fortified 
cities. 



[21] forgotten its maker and built palaces : After Rabbi Abum had 
built two large gates before the great synagogue, he showed them 
proudly to Rabbi Mana. Rabbi Mana then quoted Hosea’s verse 
and asked if there were no poor scholars to support instead. 
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But I will send a fire upon the cities, 
And it shall devour their palaces. 

THE HORROR OF EXILE 

ephraim surrounded Me with lies and the 
house of Israel with deceit. Ephraim 
herds the wind and hunts the east wind; 
he multiplies lies and destruction all the 
time. They make a covenant with As¬ 
syria and carry oil to Egypt. The Lord 
has a quarrel with Israel and will punish 
Jacob according to his deeds. 

They shall not dwell in the Lord’s land. 
Ephraim shall return to Egypt and in 
Assyria they shall eat unclean food. They 
shall not pour wine offerings to the Lord 
nor prepare His sacrifices. Their bread 
shall be mourner’s bread; all who eat of 
it shall defile themselves because the food 
for their eating shall not come into the 
house of the Lord. 

And what will you do on the festival 
day, on the day of the feast of the Lord ? 

Israel’s faithlessness 

in the womb he seized his brother’s heel 
and in his full vigor he strove with a 


godlike being. He fought with the angel 
and prevailed. He wept and entreated 
him for mercy. At Beth-el he would find 
him and there he would talk to him. 
Then Jacob fled to the field of Aram, 
Israel served for a wife, for a wife he 
guarded sheep. By a prophet the Lord 
brought Israel up out of Egypt and by a 
prophet Israel was guarded. 

Like grapes in the wilderness I found 
Israel. [22] Like the first fruit of a fig tree 
I saw your fathers. But as soon as they 
came to Baal-peor, they separated them¬ 
selves [from Me and clung] to that 
shameful thing, and they became an 
abomination like that which they loved. 
But I am the Lord, your God [who 
brought you up] from the land of Egypt, 
and you know no God but Me. There is 
no savior but Me. I knew you in the wil¬ 
derness, in the land of great drought. But 
when they were fed and they filled them¬ 
selves, they became arrogant and forgot 
me. 

When Israel was a child I came to love 
him, and out of Egypt I called him to be 
My son. But the more I called them, the 
further they went away from Me. They 
sacrificed to the Baalim and made offer- 


*+% [ 22] 1 found Israel : When the children of Israel received the Law at 
Mount Sinai, the Lord found them like grapes in the desert, a refresh¬ 
ment and delight, a joy to the world. 
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hosea 11:3, 4; 10:9; 13:10, ii ; 10:12-15; 11:8, 9 


ings to graven images. Yet it was I who 
taught Ephraim to walk, taking them by 
the arms, and I bent down and fed them 
gently. But from the days of Gibeah, 
you have sinned, Israel. There they stand 
[in their defiance] now. Will the war 
against the sons of iniquity [23] not over¬ 
take them? 

Where is your king now, that he may 
save you in all your cities, and where are 
your princes, of whom you said: Give 
me a king and princes. I gave you a king 
in My anger and took him away in My 
wrath. 

REAP AS YOU PLOW 

sow righteousness for yourselves, reap 
the fruit of mercy. [24] Break up your 
fallow ground, for it is time to seek the 
Lord, till He comes and rains righteous¬ 
ness upon you. But you have plowed 


wickedness and reaped iniquity, you 
have eaten the fruit of lies; you have 
trusted in your chariots and in the mul¬ 
titude of your mighty men. Therefore 
shall confusion arise among your people; 
all your fortresses shall be destroyed, as 
Shalman destroyed Beth-arbel on the 
day of battle; the mother was dashed in 
pieces with the children. Beth-el has 
done all this to you because of your great 
wickedness. At daybreak the king of 
Israel was utterly destroyed. 

god’s comfort 

How can I give you up, Ephraim? 

How can I surrender you, Israel? 

How can I treat you like Admah ? 

How can I make you like Zeboim? 

My heart turns within Me, 

My compassion is kindled within 
Me. 



[23] the sons of iniquity : A father had a son whom he bathed and 
anointed, gave plenty to eat and drink, and dressed in rich garments. 
He then put a purse of gold around his neck and set him down before 
a house of ill-repute. How, then, could the son help but sin? 


t[24] the fruit of mercy: “Benevolence (gemilat hesed ) and kindness 
are greater and more important then charity,” Rabbi Eleazar said. 
“If a man sows, it is doubtful whether he will enjoy the harvest or not. 
But when a man reaps he will surely eat. So the rewards of charity 
depend entirely upon the kindness of it.” 
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I will not carry out My fierce anger. 
I will not return to destroy Eph¬ 
raim ; 

For I am God and not man, 

The Holy One in the midst of you, 
And I will not come in fury. 

THE PLEA AND THE PROMISE 

return, o Israel, [25] to the Lord your 
God, for in your iniquity you have stum- 
bled. Prepare yourselves with words and 
return to the Lord. Say to Him: “For¬ 
give all iniquities, count only the good 
and instead of oxen we will render offer¬ 
ings with our lips. [26] Assyria shall not 
save us, nor will we ride on horses, nei¬ 
ther will we call any more the work of 
our hands our gods. For in You the 
fatherless find mercy.” 


I will heal their rebellion, I shall love 
them as a gift, for My anger shall be 
turned away from them. I will be as dew 
to Israel. He shall blossom as the lily [27] 
and strike his roots as Lebanon. His 
branches shall spread and his beauty 
shall be like an olive-tree and his fra¬ 
grance like Lebanon. Again there will be 
dwellers in His shadow who will make 
corn to grow and shall blossom as the 
vine; and he will be known as the wine 
of Lebanon. Ephraim [shall say]: “What 
have I to do with idols?” As for Me, I 
respond to him and watch over him. I 
am like a leafy cypress-tree; from Me 
your fruit is found. 

Now I will hedge up her way with 
thorns and I will put a fence about her 
that she shall not find her path. She will 
run after her lovers, but she shall not 



[25] return, o Israel: “Return to Me,” says the Lord, “and I will re¬ 
turn to you” (Malachi 3:7). When a man goes out to seek God, he 
meets the Lord who has gone out to meet him halfway. 



[26] offerings with our lips : If penitence is motivated by the love of 
God, then it is complete; no trace of taint remains. But if it is motivated 
by the fear of punishment alone, a taint remains. 



[27] blossom as the lily: Hosea was one of the harshest of the Lord’s 
prophets. In his anger, he said at the beginning, “O Lord, give them 
whatsoever You will give; give them a miscarrying womb and a dry 
breast” (9:14). But at the last he was able to prophesy, “They will 
blossom like a lily.” 
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HOSEA 2 : 9 , 16-25, I, 2 


overtake them; she shall seek them, but 
shall not find them. Then she shall say: “I 
will go and return to my first husband, for 
then it was better with me than now.” 

Now I shall entice her and lead her 
into the wilderness and speak to her 
heart, and I will give her back her vine¬ 
yards, and the waste valley will I turn 
into the door of hope. And she shall re¬ 
spond there as in the days when she came 
up out of the land of Egypt. That day 
shall you call Me: “My husband,” and 
shall no longer call Me: “My Baal.” For 
I shall take away the names of the Baalim 
from her mouth and they shall never 
again be mentioned. 

On that day I will make a covenant for 
them with the beasts of the field and the 
fowls of the heaven and the creeping 
things on the ground. I will break the 
bow and the sword and I will abolish war 
from the land and let you lie down safe¬ 
ly. I will betroth you to Me forever, I 
will betroth you to Me in righteousness 
and injustice, and in lovingkindness and 
in compassion. I will betroth you to Me 


in faithfulness and you shall know that I 
am the Lord. 

On that day, said the Lord, I will re¬ 
spond [to the petition] of the heavens and 
they shall respond to the earth; and the 
earth shall respond to the corn and the 
wine and the oil; and they shall respond 
to Israel. I will increase her to Me in the 
land and I will have compassion on her 
that has no compassion, and I will say to 
them that were not My people, “You 
are My people,” and she will say, “You 
are My God.” 

THE INGATHERING OF EXILES 

and it shall come to pass that, instead 
of that which was said to them, “You are 
not My people,” it shall be said to them, 
“You are the children of the living God.” 
And the children of Judah and the chil¬ 
dren of Israel shall be gathered together 
and they shall appoint themselves one 
head and shall go up out of the land. For 
great shall be the day of their in¬ 
gathering. [28] 


[28] the day of their ingathering: “The ingathering of the exiles,” 
Rabbi Johanan said, “is as important as the day when heaven and earth 
were created.” 
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THE LOCUST PLAGUE 

the word of the lord that came to 
Joel, [i] the son of Pethuel. 

Hear this, you old men, 

And give ear all who dwell in the 
land: 

Has the like of this happened in your 
days, 


Or in the days of your fathers? 

Tell it to your children, 

And let your children tell their 
children, 

And their children the following 
generations. 

That which the shearer left, the 
swarmer has eaten; 

That which the swarmer has left, 
the lapper has eaten; 


[i] joel: The name means “The Lord is God.” It is the same name as 
Elijah, hut with the two halves of the name reversed. 
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That which the lapper has left, the 
finisher has eaten. [2] 

A nation has invaded my land, 
Mighty and without number; 

His teeth are the teeth of a lion, 

And his jaw-teeth those of a lioness. 
He has turned my vine to waste, 
And splintered my fig trees, 

He has stripped them clean and 
thrown down the shreds, 

And made the branches gleam white. 
The field is devastated, 

The earth mourns; 

For the corn is laid waste, 

The new wine is dried up, 

And the oil has failed. 

Be abashed, you farmers, 

Lament, you vinedressers, 

For the wheat and the barley, 

And the harvest of the field have 
perished. 

The vine is withered, 

The fig-tree wilts; 

The pomegranate-tree, the palm- 
tree also, and the apple-tree, 

All the trees of the field are wither¬ 
ed ; 

And joy has fled from the sons of 
men. 


THE INVASION 

blow the shofar in Zion, sound the 
alarm in the holy mountain; let all the 
inhabitants of the land tremble; for the 
day of the Lord comes, it is near. A day 
of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds 
and thick darkness, as blackness spread 
on the mountains; a great and mighty 
people, the like of them has never been 
seen, neither shall be seen again after 
them, throughout the years of genera¬ 
tions upon generations. Before them a 
fire devours and behind them a flame 
blazes. The land before them was a gar¬ 
den of Eden, behind them a desolate 
wilderness; nothing escapes them. 

They look like horses, and like war- 
horses they run. They sound like the 
clatter of chariots as they leap on the top 
of the mountains, like the crackling of a 
flame that eats up the stubble. They are 
like mighty people arrayed in battle. In 
their presence nations are anguished, all 
faces darken. They run like mighty men; 
they climb the wall like men of war. 
Every one moves in his own way and 
their paths are not entangled. They break 
through the weapons and are not held 


[2] the finisher has eaten : Four kinds of locust have made a wasteland of 
what was once a fertile country. 
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JOEL 2 : 9 , 12 - 14 , 18 - 20 , 25 , 26 

back. They rush upon the city, they run 
upon the wall, they climb into the 
houses; through the windows, they 
enter like a thief. 

CALL FOR REPENTANCE 

yet, even now, said the Lord, return to 
Me with all your heart, with fasting, 
with weeping and lamentation. Rend 
your heart and not your garment. [3] 
Turn to the Lord your God, for He is 
gracious and compassionate, long-suffer¬ 
ing and abundant in mercy. Who knows 
but what He will again relent and leave a 
blessing behind Him, a meal offering and 
a libation to the Lord your God? 


161 

THE LORD’S BLESSING 

then the lord became solicitous for His 
land and had pity on His people. And 
the Lord answered and said to His peo¬ 
ple : I will send you corn, wine and oil, 
and you shall be satisfied therewith; and 
I will no longer make you a reproach 
among nations; and the northern one I 
will remove from you. [4] I will drive 
him into a barren and desolate land, and 
his face toward the eastern sea and his 
hind parts toward the western sea till he 
rots and the stench of him rises. 

I will restore to you the years that the 
locust has devoured. [5] And you shall 
eat in plenty and be satisfied, and you 



[3] not your garment: Scripture does not say that the people of 
Nineveh were saved by sackcloth and fasting, but that God saw their 
deeds, that they had turned away from their evil ways. So, in Joel, it is 
said, “And rend your hearts not your garments,” because neither 
sackcloth nor fasting will help, only penitence and good deeds. 


[ 4 ] 1 will remove from you : The “northern” or “hidden one,” the 
Rabbis say, refers to the evil inclination embedded in the hearts of men. 
When the Messiah comes, the Lord will isolate the evil propensity in a 
desolate and barren place so that it can no longer tempt or prompt 
men. 

[5] the locust has devoured : As did all the prophets, Joel begins his 
prophecy with words of rebuke and ends it with words of comfort: 
“I will restore to you the years that the locust has devoured.” 
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joel 2:26, 27; 3 :1-5 


shall praise the name of the Lord your 
God. My people shall nevermore be put 
to shame. [6] And you shall know that I 
am in the midst of Israel, and I am the 
Lord your God, and there is none else. 

And it shall come to pass afterward, 

That I will pour My spirit on all 
flesh; [7] 

And your sons and your daughters 
shall prophesy. 

Your old men shall dream dreams, 

And your young men shall see 
visions. 

And also upon male-slaves and 
female-slaves 

Will I pour out My spirit. 


In those days I will show wonders 
in the heaven and on earth. 

Blood and fire and pillars of smoke. 

The sun shall be turned into dark¬ 
ness, 

And the moon into blood, 

Before the great and terrible day of 
the Lord comes. 

But whosoever shall call on the 
name of the Lord shall be de¬ 
livered. 

For in Mount Zion in Jerusalem 
there shall be those that escape, 

As the Lord has promised; 

And among the remnant those 
whom the Lord shall call. 


[6] be put to shame : Once, when Rabbi Simeon ben Halafta took leave 
of a colleague, the colleague sent his son along for Rabbi Simeon’s bless¬ 
ing. And Rabbi Simeon blessed the youth, saying, “May it be heaven’s 
pleasure that you never be put to shame nor be ashamed yourself.” The 
young man returned to his father and told him that what Rabbi 
Simeon had said was unimportant, and then repeated his words. Then 
the father told his son that he was twice blessed. “Rabbi Simeon blessed 
you with the same blessing with which the Holy One, blessed be He, 
blessed Israel twice over.” 


[7] my spirit on all flesh : At the end of days the Lord will pour out 
His Divine Presence on all humanity. Before then, only chosen in¬ 
dividuals were prophets; but in the time of the Messiah all men will be 
prophets, living at peace and studying the Law. In that day all mysteries 
will be revealed and all men will have the knowledge of God, each 
according to his human capacity. 
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JUDGMENT DAY 

in those days and in that time, when I 
shall bring back the captivity of Judah 
and Jerusalem, I will gather all the na¬ 
tions and bring them down into the 
valley of Jehoshaphat; [8] and I will enter 
into judgment with them there, because 
of My people and for My heritage Israel, 
whom they have scattered among the 
nations, and divided My land. They have 
cast lots over My people and have given 


a boy for a harlot and sold a girl for a 
drink of wine. 

Proclaim this among the nations: 
Consecrate war! Stir up the mighty 
men; let all the men of war draw near, 
let them come up. Beat your plow¬ 
shares into swords and your pruning 
hooks into spears. [9] Let the weak say: 
“I am strong!” For the nations shall be 
stirred up and come up to the valley of 
Jehoshaphat, and there I will sit [10] to 
judge all the nations from every quarter. 


[8] the valley of jehoshaphat: This means “Valley of God the Judge,” 
and it is here that Joel sees his vision of Judgment Day. 



[9] pruning hooks into spears : There is a time when it is necessary to 
do battle, to beat plowshares into swords and pruning hooks into 
spears. Such a time was that of Antiochus who ordered the end of 
Jewish religious practices on the pain of death. Pious Jews fled to the 
desert or hid in mountain caves, but none resisted, so that the tyrant 
ruled until Mattathias and his sons resorted to arms and freed Judea 
from tyranny. 


[10] there i will sit: In the time of Hadrian, when the persecution of 
Jews was severe, two disciples of Rabbi Joshua who were disguised in 
pagan clothes were discovered by a Roman officer learned in Jewish 
law. “Are you not required by Jewish law to sanctify the name of your 
God by readiness to die for your faith? Since you are alive, you must 
not be believers, and if you don’t believe, why not convert?” 

The two answered together, “It is unnatural for men to commit 
suicide.” 

The Roman officer then said: “If you interpret these two verses 
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Multitudes, in the valley of decision, 
for the day of the Lord is near in the val¬ 
ley of decision. The sun and the moon 
have grown dark and the stars have 
withdrawn their splendor, [n] The 
Lord shall roar from Zion and from 
Jerusalem He will thunder, and heaven 
and earth shall quake. But the Lord will 
be a refuge to His people and a strong¬ 
hold for the children of Israel. Then you 
shall know that I am the Lord your God, 
dwelling in Zion, My holy mountain. 
Then shall Jerusalem be holy and there 
shall be no invaders to pass through her 
any more. 


And it shall come to pass in that day 
that the mountains shall drip sweet wine, 
and the hills shall flow with milk; and 
all the riverbeds of Judah shall flow with 
water. A spring shall come forth of the 
house of the Lord and shall water the 
valley of Shittim. Egypt shall be a deso¬ 
lation and Edom shall be a desolate wil¬ 
derness, for the violence against the 
children of Israel, and because they have 
shed innocent blood in their land. I will 
avenge the innocent blood. But Judah 
shall be forever inhabited and Jerusalem 
for generations to come. For the Lord 
dwells in Zion. 


correctly, I’ll let you go. If you don’t, I’ll kill you.” One verse (Isaiah 
3 :13) says, ‘The Lord stands to judge the people’; the other (Joel 4:12) 
declares, ‘For there will I sit to judge all the nations round about.’ Why 
does the Lord stand in Isaiah and sit in Joel?” 

The disciples of Rabbi Joshua answered tauntingly, “When the Lord 
judges our people, He stands, judging us briefly and with compassion. 
But when He judges you pagans, He sits so that He can minutely and 
at His leisure examine all your transgressions.” 

[11] withdrawn their splendor : The Roman philosophers asked 
the Sages, “If your God has such aversion to idolatry, why doesn’t He 
destroy all idols?” 

The Rabbis replied: “People worship sun, moon and stars, and 
other useful things. Should the Lord destroy the universe because of 
the ignorance of fools?” And they said again, “Suppose that a man stole 
a measure of wheat and than sowed it. Should the wheat not grow?” 
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the words of amos [i] who was among visions concerning Israel. [He prophe- 

the shepherds [2] of Tekoa [3] and his sied] in the days of Uzziah king ofJudah, 


[1] the words of amos: The three prophets—Amos, Jeremiah and 
Koheleth—whose words were chiefly rebuke and reproach have their 
prophecies attributed not to the Lord but to themselves. 

In Hebrew the word amos means heavy or burdened. The people 
of his generation jeered saying, “Of all God’s creatures, the Almighty 
has rested His holy inspiration on that crippled tongue.” 

[2] shepherds : Amos herded sheep and goats and was a dresser of 
sycamore trees. This was a very humble occupation in which each 
sycamore fig was punctured while still on the tree so that its bitterness 
would escape and the fig would be palatable when ripened. Sycamore 
figs were then ground into flour for the coarse bread of the poor. 

[3] tekoa: A village south ofJerusalem on the edge of the Judean desert. 
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AMOS i: I-IO 


and of Jeroboam son of Joash king of 
Israel, two years before the earthquake. 


THE MOTTO 

he said : The Lord roars from Zion and 
raises His voice from Jerusalem; the pas¬ 
tures of the shepherds mourn and the top 
of Carmel withers. 

For the three transgressions of Damas¬ 
cus [4] and for the fourth I will not for¬ 
give them, because they have threshed 
Gilead with threshes of iron. So I will 
send a fire upon the house of Hazael, and 
it shall devour the palaces of Ben-hadad. 
I will break the defenses of Damascus and 
cut off the inhabitants from the valley of 
the idols [5] and the holder of the scepter 


from Beth-eden and the people of Aram 
shall go into captivity, said the Lord. 

Thus said the Lord: For the three 
transgressions of Gaza [6] and for the 
fourth I will not forgive them, because 
they carried away into exile the whole 
people, to sell them as slaves to Edom. 
And I shall send a fire on the wall of Gaza 
which shall devour its palaces. And I will 
cut off the inhabitants from Ashdod, and 
the holder of the scepter of Ashkelon, so 
I will turn My hand against Ekron that 
the remnant of the Philistines shall 
perish. 

Thus said the Lord: For the three 
transgressions of Tyre [7] and the fourth 
I will not forgive them, because they 
handed over a whole people as captives 
to Edom, and remembered not the cove¬ 
nant of brotherhood. I will send a fire 



[4] Damascus : The capital city of Syria, long the enemy of Israel. Hazael 
and his son Ben-hadad were its rulers. 


[5] the valley of the idols : The Hebrew is bikath-aven, the valley of 
vanity, where the Syrians worshiped the sun. 

[6] gaza : Capital city of the Philistines. 

[7] tyre : Capital city of Phoenicia. 
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amos i: 10-15; 2:1-3, 6-8, 10 


on the wall of Tyre which shall devour 
it. 

Thus said the Lord: For the three 
transgressions of Edom [8] and for the 
fourth I will not forgive them, because 
he pursued his brother with the sword 
and cast off all pity and kept his rage for¬ 
ever. Therefore will I send a fire upon 
Teman and it shall devour the palaces of 
Bozrah. 

Thus said the Lord: For the three 
transgressions of the Ammonites, and for 
the fourth I will not forgive them, for 
they have ripped open the pregnant 
women of Gilead that they might en¬ 
large their borders. So I will set fire to 
the wall of Rabbah and it shall devour her 
palaces with shouting on the day of bat¬ 
tle, with a tempest on the day of the 
whirlwind, and the king shall go into 
captivity, he and his princes together. 

Thus said the Lord: For the three 
transgressions of Moab and the fourth I 
will not forgive him, because he burned 
the bones of the king of Edom for lime. 
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So will I send a fire upon Moab and it 
shall devour the palaces of Kerioh. [9] 
Moab shall die with tumult, amidst the 
shouting and the blare of trumpets. I will 
cut off her king from the midst of her 
and all her princes will I slay with him. 

Israel’s transgressions 

thus said the lord : For the three trans¬ 
gressions of Israel and for the fourth I 
will not forgive them, because they sell 
the righteous for silver and the needy 
for a pair of shoes. They trample down 
the poor like dust, and make the humble 
turn aside from the way; and a man and 
his father go to the same maid to profane 
My holy name. They stretch themselves 
beside every altar, on garments seized in 
pledge, and the wine of those who have 
been fined they drink in the house of 
their God. 

It was I who brought you out of Egypt 
and led you forty years in the wilderness 
to possess the land of the Amorites. 


[8] edom : Capital of the Edomites. 



[9] kerioth: One of the major cities of Moab where the Moabite god was 
worshiped. 
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And it was I who destroyed the A mo¬ 
nte before you, whose height was like 
the height of cedars, and he was strong as 
the oaks. Yet I destroyed his fruit above 
and his roots below. 

I raised up some of your sons [for] 
prophets and some of your young men 
for Nazirites. [10] But you made the 
Nazirites drink wine and commanded 
the prophets not to prophesy. Is it not so, 
O children of Israel? Therefore I will 


make you groan in your places as the 
cart filled with sheaves makes the thresh¬ 
ing floor groan. Flight shall fail the swift, 
strength shall not encourage the strong; 
and the warrior shall not save himself. He 
who holds the bow shall not stand, and 
he who is swift of foot shall not save 
himself; neither shall he who rides the 
horse save himself. The most courageous 
among the mighty shall flee away naked 
on that day, said the Lord. 



[10] nazirites: Nazirites were men consecrated to God for a definite time 
during which they strove to break a bad habit or improve their ways. A glutton 
or a drunkard might vow to abstain for a given period, or for his whole life. 
Yet even in such matters our Sages opposed the making of vows; man should 
abstain from things harmful to him without a vow. 

“Whoever takes a vow,” the Rabbis said, “it is as if he had built a 
high place for idols; and he who fulfills his vow, it is as if he had sacri¬ 
ficed thereon.” 

Judaism believes a man is made to enjoy the legitimate pleasures of 
the world, and asceticism is to be avoided. “A man is destined to give 
an account of all that his eye sees, and to taste all that his mouth might 
taste.” Rabbi Lazar, concerned about this injunction, saved pennies to 
buy all kinds of fruit that ripen in different seasons, making the blessing 
shehecheyanu and giving thanks to God for all the good things that He 
had created in the world. 

Rabbi Abaye said: Simeon the Just, Rabbi Simeon and Rabbi Elea- 
zar ha-Kappar all agree that a Nazirite is a sinner, because it is taught, 
‘And he shall make atonement for him, for that he sinned against a 
soul’ (Numbers 6:11). Against what soul did the Nazirite sin? His own, 
because he afflicted himself by refraining from everything. Hence, he 
who fasts is called a sinner. 
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AMOS 3 : 1 ; 9 : 7 ; 3 : 2 ; 9:8-10; 3 : 3-5 


ISRAEL THE CHOSEN 

hear this word that the Lord has spoken 
against the whole family which I brought 
up out of the land of Egypt. Are you 
not to Me like the Ethiopians, O children 
of Israel? said the Lord. I have brought 
Israel up out of the land of Egypt, but 
did not I bring up the Philistines out of 
Caphtor and Aram from Kir? But only 
you alone have I known [11] of all the 
families of the earth. Therefore will I 
punish you for all your iniquities. 

Behold, the eyes of the Lord God are 
upon this sinful kingdom. I will destroy 
it from off the face of the earth; except 
that I will not utterly destroy the house 
of Jacob, said the Lord. For I will give a 
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command and I will sift the house of 
Israel which is scattered among all the 
nations, as one sifts corn in a sieve. Not 
the least grain shall fall upon the earth. 
All the sinners of My people shall die by 
the sword, those that say: Disaster shall 
not overtake us [12] nor confront us. 

NOTHING BY CHANCE 

Will two walk together unless they 
met in a place ? 

Will a lion roar in the forest 
When it has no prey? 

Will a young lion raise his voice out 
of his lair 

Unless he has seized something? 

Will a bird fall in a snare 
If there is no hunter ? 


M you alone have i known: The children of Israel are chosen by God 
not for special privilege, nor to rule over others. They are chosen to carry a 
special yoke, the yoke of the commandments. “Blessed art Thou, O Lord our 
God, King of the universe,” the festival Kiddush says, “ who has chosen us 
among all peoples and singled us out among all the nations by sanctifying us 
with Thy commandments .” 



[12] disaster shall not overtake us: No man shall say that I am only 
me, an insignificant one among many; so no matter how evil the thing 
I do, it will not cause a calamity. The prophet says, “They shall die by 
the sword, all those who say that evil shall not come because of our 
doing.” 
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Will a snare spring up from the 
ground 

And have caught nothing at all? 

If a shofar be sounded in the city, 
Shall the people not tremble? 

If disaster befalls a city, 

Has not the Lord caused it? 

But the Lord God will do nothing 
Unless He reveals His purpose to 
His servants the prophets. [13] 

The lion has roared, 

Who will not fear? 

The Lord God has spoken, 

Who can but prophesy? 

Proclaim over the palaces of Assyria, 
And over the palaces in the land of 

Egypt. 

And say: Assemble yourselves upon 


the mountains of Samaria, 

And see the great confusion and op¬ 
pression within her. 

They know not to do the right, says 
the Lord. 

They store up violence and robbery 
in their palaces. 

Therefore, thus said the Lord God: 
An enemy shall surround the 
land, 

And he shall strip the strength from 
you, 

And your palaces shall be plundered. 

I will smite the winter-house with 
the summer-house; 

And the houses of ivory shall perish, 

And the great houses shall come to 
an end. 



[13] his servants the prophets: Rabbi Simeon says that this refers to 
the time when there were prophets. But when they were no more, the 
Sages took their place and in one sense even excelled the prophets, for 
the Holy Spirit had visited the prophets only intermittently, but it 
rested steadily on the wise. 

A voice from heaven once promised the Gaon of Vilna that he was 
worthy of having Elijah the Prophet come to him to explain the dif¬ 
ficult passages and mysteries in the Torah and the Talmud. But the 
Vilna Gaon would not have it. “I want no knowledge given me as a 
gift,” he said. “I want to earn it by my own labor.” 
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AMOS 5:1-3, 7 . 10, 12; 6:1, 3-6, 8, 14; 4:1, 2; 5:11 


DIRGE FOR ISRAEL 

hear you the words of lamentation that 
I take up against you, O house of Israel: 
The virgin of Israel has fallen, 
Never to rise again; 

Cast down upon her own land, 
There is none to raise her up. 

For thus said the Lord God: the city 
that sent forth a thousand shall have a 
hundred left; and the city that sent 
forth a hundred shall have ten left. 

You turn justice to wormwood and 
cast down righteousness to the earth. 
They hate him who reproves in the gate 
and they abhor him that speaks up¬ 
rightly. I know your transgressions, how 
many and mighty are your sins. You 
oppress the just, you take bribes and turn 
aside the needy who come to seek jus¬ 
tice. 

Woe to them that are at ease in Zion 
and are confident in the mountain of 
Samaria, the notable men of the nation 
to whom the house of Israel come. You 
think that the evil day is far off and you 
cause the seat of violence to come near. 
They he upon beds of ivory and stretch 
themselves upon couches. They eat fat 
lambs out of the flock and the calves 
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from the midst of the stall. They im¬ 
provise songs to the sound of the harp 
and consider themselves like David in the 
making of a song. 

They drink wine from bowls, anoint 
themselves with the choicest of oils and 
they grieve not over the woe of Joseph. 

The Lord God has sworn by Himself: 
I abhor the pride of Jacob and hate his 
palaces, and I will deliver up the city 
with all that is in it. For behold, I will 
raise up against you a nation, O house 
of Israel, said the Lord, the God of the 
host, and they shall crush you from the 
entrance of Hamath to the brook of 
Arabah. 

THE KING OF SAMARIA 

hear this word, you king of Bashan, 
who are in the mountain of Samaria, 
that oppress the poor, that crush the 
needy, that say to their husbands: 
“Bring, that we may feast.” The Lord 
God has sworn by His holiness that days 
shall come upon you, that they will drag 
you with hooks, and the last of you with 
fishhooks, and then you shall be cast into 
the harems. 

Therefore, because you trample upon 
the poor and take from him exactions of 
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AMOS 5 :il, 1 6, 17; 8 : 4-11 


wheat, [14] you have built houses of 
hewn stones and you shall not dwell in 
them. You have planted pleasant vine¬ 
yards, but shall not drink their wine. 

Therefore, thus said the Lord: In all 
the squares shall be [heard] lamentations, 
and a cry of woe shall be heard in all the 
streets. They shall call all the farmers to 
mourning and all who know how to 
wail to lamentation. [15] In the vine¬ 
yards shall there be lamentation, for I 
will pass through the midst of you. 

Hear this, O you who would swallow 
the needy and destroy the poor of the 
land, saying: When will the [day of the] 
new moon be gone that we may sell 
grain, and the Sabbath, that we may 
offer corn? Make the measure small and 
the price great and tamper with the 
scales. To buy the poor for silver and the 
needy for a pair of shoes, and sell the 
refuse of the corn. 


The Lord has sworn by the pride of 
Jacob: I will never forget any of their 
deeds. Shall not the earth tremble on this 
account and shall not every inhabitant in 
it mourn? Yes, the whole of it shall rise 
like the Nile and heave and sink like that 
river in Egypt. 

And it shall come to pass on that day, 
says the Lord, that I will cause the sun to 
go down at noon, and I will darken the 
earth in the clear day. I will turn your 
feasts into mourning, and your songs 
into dirges. I will put a sackcloth on all 
loins and baldness on every head. I will 
make it as the mourning for an only son 
and its end like a bitter day. 

THE GREAT FAMINE 

behold, days are coming, said the Lord 
God, that I will send a famine upon the 
land, not a famine of bread, nor a thirst 



[14] exactions of wheat : Rabbi Johanan said that a person who held 
produce until prices rose, then sold it to the poor, was a speculator and 
a wrongdoer. Samuel’s father sold fruit at the prices prevailing im¬ 
mediately after the harvest, but his son held the fruit. Then when the 
prices were high, Samuel’s son sold his fruit at the earlier, cheaper har¬ 
vest prices, thus enabling the poor to buy fruit when otherwise the 
prices would have been beyond their means. Therefore the son’s action 
was better than the father’s. 


[15] to lamentation: As it is forbidden to work during a festival, so 
is it forbidden to work during a time of mourning. 
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for water, but of hearing the words of 
the Lord. And they shall wander from 
sea to sea, and from north to the east; 
they shall seek for the word of the Lord 
and shall not fmd it. [16] And that day 
shall the fairest of maidens and the 
youths faint. 

Woe to you who crave the day of the 
Lord. Wherefore would you have the 
day of the Lord? It is darkness, not light. 
As if a man were fleeing from a Hon and 


a bear met him. He entered the house to 
hide himself and leaned his hand on the 
wall, and a serpent bit him. [17] Shall 
not the day of the Lord be darkness, not 
light? Blackness with no brightness in it? 

I hate, I despise your feasts. I take no 
delight in your solemn assemblies. 
Though you offer me burnt offerings 
and meal-offerings, I will not accept 
them. Take away from Me the noise of 
your songs, and the melody of your 


[16] and shall not find it: Heaven forfend that the Torah be for¬ 
gotten in Israel! Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai asked how to interpret the 
verse “They shall seek the word of the Lord ansd shall not fmd it.” The 
answer: They shall find no clear and definitive ruling in any of the 
places where they seek. 



[17] A serpent bit him: Ulla said, “Let the Messiah come, but because 
of the birth pangs preceding his arrival, let me not see him.” Rabba 
said likewise, and also Rabbi Jochanan. But Resh Lakish said, “Why 
so? This is how it is in the world. When one goes into the field and 
meets a bailiff who contests his title to the field, it is as if he met a lion. 
When he enters the town and is accosted by a tax collector, it is as if he 
met a bear. When he enters his house, and finds his sons and daughters 
in the throes of hunger, it is as if he were bitten by a serpent. So we 
experience the same succession of troubles even now, without the 
coming of the Messiah. Why then should we be afraid? Our un¬ 
willingness to see the Messiah is because God Himself will then bewail 
the fate of the Gentiles whom He will have to punish for persecuting 
His children. But the Almighty will say: “The Gentiles are also My 
handiwork, as are the children of Israel, so how shall I destroy the for¬ 
mer on account of the latter?” 
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AMOS 5:23-25, 27; 7:i-IO 


lyres: I will not hear them. But let just¬ 
ice well up like waters and righteousness 
like a mighty stream. 

Did you bring to Me sacrifices and 
offerings in the wilderness for forty 
years, O house of Israel? Therefore I will 
exile you beyond Damascus. 

FIVE VISIONS : THE LOCUST 

the lord showed me; Behold He was 
forming a locust, at the start of the later 
growing. This was the growing after 
the king’s mowings. As they devoured 
the grass of the land, I said: “O, Lord 
God, forgive, I pray You. How can 
Jacob rise up ? He is so small.” 

The Lord relented concerning this and 
said: “It shall not be.” 

DESTRUCTION BY FIRE 

thus the lord god showed me: Behold, 
the Lord God called down fire to de¬ 
vour. It devoured the great deep and it 


began to devour the land. Then I said: 
“O, Lord God, cease, I pray You. How 
can Jacob rise up ? He is so small!” 

The Lord relented of this and said: 
“This also shall not be.” 

THE WALL AND THE PLUMBLINE 

thus he showed me : Behold, God stood 
upon a wall with a plumbline in His 
hand. And the Lord said: “What do you 
see, Amos?” I said: “A plumbline.” [18] 
God said: “I am setting a plumbline in 
the midst of my people Israel. I will not 
forgive them. [19] The high places of 
Isaac shall become desolate and the sanc¬ 
tuaries of Israel shall be laid waste; and 
I will rise against the house of Jeroboam 
with the sword.” 

AMAZIAH THE INFORMER 

then amaziah, the priest of Beth-el, sent 
to Jeroboam king of Israel, saying: 
“Amos has conspired against you in the 



[18] a plumbline: In Hebrew a plumbline is onach, and the word also 
means to deceive, cheat or wrong someone. 


[19] 1 will not forgive them: Rabbi Hisda said: “All gates are locked 
except those through which the cries of the wronged echo. As it is 
written: Behold the Lord stood at the wall of the wronged and in His 
hand were the wronged. God is always ready to plead the case of one 
who has been wronged.” 
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midst of the house of Israel. The land 
cannot endure all his words, for this is 
what Amos said: ‘Jeroboam shall die by 
the sword and Israel shall surely be car¬ 
ried into captivity out of this land.’ ” 

Then Amaziah said to Amos: “Seer, 
go, flee the land of Judah and earn your 
bread by prophesying there. But do not 
prophesy again in Beth-el, for it is the 
king’s sanctuary and the kingdom’s 
house.” 

Then Amos answered and said to 
Amaziah: “I am no prophet, neither am 
I a prophet’s son; but I am a herdsman 
and a trimmer of sycamores. The Lord 
took me from behind the sheep and said 
to me: ‘Go, prophesy to My people 
Israel.’ You tell me I am not to prophesy 
against Israel and not to preach against 
the house of Isaac. Now hear the word of 
the Lord: Your wife shall whore [with 
the enemy] in the city, your sons and 
daughters shall fall by sword. Your land 
shall be divided up, and you yourself 
shall die in an unclean land, and Israel 
shall be driven into captivity out of the 
land.” 


A BASKET OF SUMMER FRUIT 

the lord showed me a basket of summer 
fruit. And He said: “What do you see, 
Amos?” And I said: “A basket of sum¬ 
mer fruit.” 

Then the Lord said to me: “The end 
comes upon My people Israel. I will not 
forgive them any longer. [20] The songs 
of the palace shall become lamentations, 
said the Lord. There will be many dead 
bodies and then a hush [will envelop] 
the whole place.” 

NONE WILL ESCAPE 

I saw the lord standing beside the altar, 
and He said: Smite the capitals [on the 
columns], that the foundations may 
shake. Break them in pieces on the heads 
of all of them. And those who are left I 
will slay with the sword. None of them 
shall escape when he flees. Though they 
dig themselves into the netherworld, 
from there My hand shall take them. 
Though they climb up into heaven, I 
will bring them down. Though they 


[20] 1 will not forgive them any longer : Our Sages taught that if a 
man repents, do not ask him to recall his former evil deeds. If he is a 
convert, do not taunt him with remembering the deeds of his ancestors. 
If he is a proselyte and comes to study Torah, it is forbidden to say to 
him: “Shall the mouth which ate forbidden food study Torah written 
from the mouth of the Omnipotent?” 
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AMOS 9 : 3 , 4 ; 5^4-6, 15; 9:H 


hide themselves on the top of Carmel, 
I will search them out and take them 
down from there. Though they hide 
themselves from My sight at the bottom 
of the sea, I will command the serpent 
and he shall bite them. Though they are 
driven into captivity before their ene¬ 
mies, there will I command the sword to 
slay them. I will set My eye upon them 
for evil and not for good. 

A CALL TO REPENT 

THUS SAID THE LORD tO the house of 
Israel: Seek Me and live. [21] But seek 


not Beth-el, go not to Gilgal, and visit 
not Beer-sheba, for Gilgal shall go into 
captivity and Beth-el shall come to 
naught. Seek the Lord and live, lest He 
set the house of Joseph on fire and it shall 
devour, and there will be none to quench 
it in Beth-el. Seek good and not evil, 
that you may live, and so the Lord, the 
God of hosts, will be with you as you 
have implored. Hate evil and love good 
and establish justice in the gate. It may 
be that the Lord, the God of hosts, will 
be gracious to the remnant of Joseph. 

On that day I will raise up the fallen 
tabernacle of David and close up its 


[21] seek me and live: Rabbi Simlai preached that 613 precepts were 
given to Moses, of which 365 were negative and 248 positive. King 
David came and reduced them to 11 principles (Psalm 15), as it is 
written, “Lord, who shall sojourn in Thy tabernacle? Who shall dwell 
in Thy holy mountain? 1. He who walks uprightly, and 2. walks in 
righteousness, and 3. speaks truth in his heart, 4. who has no slander 
upon his tongue, 5. nor does evil to his fellow, 6. nor takes up reproach 
against his neighbor, 7. in whose eyes a vile person is despised, but 
8. he honors them that fear the Lord, 9. he swears to his neighbor and 
does not change, 10. he does not give his money for interest, 11. nor 
take bribes against the innocent. 

The prophet Isaiah came and reduced them to six principles (Isaiah 
33:15-16): 1. He who walks righteously, and 2. speaks uprightly; 
3. he who despises the gain of oppression; 4. he who shakes his hand 
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breaches, repair its ruins and rebuild it 
as in the days of old. The days come, 
said the Lord, that the plowman shall 
overtake the reaper, and the treader of 
grapes the sower of seeds. The moun¬ 
tains shall drip sweet wine and all the 
hills shall melt. I will return the captivity 


of My people, and they shall rebuild the 
ruined cities and inhabit them. They shall 
plant vineyards and drink their wine; 
make gardens and eat their fruit. I will 
plant them on their own land and they 
shall never again be plucked up out of 
their land which I have given them. 


from holding bribes, 5. he who stops his ear from hearing of blood; 
and 6. shuts his eyes from looking on evil. 

Then Micah came and reduced them to three (Micah 6:8), as has 
been told, “O man, what is good and what does the Lord require of 
thee? 1. Only to do justly, and 2. to love mercy, and 3. to walk humbly 
before your God.” 

Then came Isaiah and reduced them to two (Isaiah 56:1). “Thus 
said the Lord: 1. Keep justice, 2. do righteousness.” 

Then Amos came and reduced them all to one principle (Amos 
5:4): “For thus says the Lord to the house of Israel: Seek Me and 
live.” 

The Maharsha rightly remarks that the Talmud does not mean that 
if one performs the enumerated precepts—six, sixteen or any number— 
he is a perfect man. Those are holy guides, principles, by which men 
may live. 
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edom’s destruction 
the vision of Obadiah: [i] Thus said the 


Lord God concerning Edom. [2] I have 
heard a message from the Lord and 
a messenger has been sent among the 


[1] obadiah: A name meaning “one who serves God” 

Our Sages say that Obadiah the prophet is the same Obadiah who 
was governor of King Ahab’s household. Rabbi Isaac said, “Let Oba¬ 
diah, who lived with two evil people—Ahab and Jezebel—and yet did 
not take example from their deeds, come to prophesy against the 
wicked Esau who lived with two righteous people—-Isaac and Re¬ 
becca—and still did not learn from their good deeds.” 

[2] edom : Edomites were said to be the descendants of Esau, the brother of 
Jacob. Later they were known as Idumeans. Because they were blood brothers, 
their hostility and treachery to Israel over the centuries was doubly resented. 
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nations: [3] “Gather yourself together 
and come against her, rise up for war.” 

I made you small among nations, 
greatly despised among men. But the 
pride of your heart deceived you because 
you dwell in the cleft of the rock, on the 
height of the mountain. You say in your 
heart: “Who can bring me down to the 
ground?” 

But though you mount high as an ea¬ 
gle and set your nest among the stars, I 
shall bring you down from there. 

How you are cut off. If thieves came 
to you at night, they would steal only 
till they had enough. If grape-gatherers 
came to you, they would have left some 
gleaning grapes. But these robbers search¬ 
ed out Esau and sought out the most 
hidden places. The men who had a cove¬ 
nant with you conducted you to the bor¬ 
der, then prevailed over you. The men 
who ate your bread set a snare for you. 


THE DAY OF JUDGMENT 

for the violence you have done to your 
brother, shame shall cover you, 

And you shall be cut off forever. 

On that day that you stood aloof [4] 
When strangers plundered his 
substance, 

And foreigners entered his gates 
And cast lots on Jerusalem, 

You were as one of them. 

You should not have gloated on the 
day of your brother’s disaster, 
Neither should you have rejoiced 
over the children of Judah 
In the day of their destruction. 
Neither should you have magnified 
yourself with your mouth 
In the day of their trouble. 

You should not have entered into 
My people’s gate 
In the day of their calamity, 



[3] a messenger among the nations i Rabbi Meir taught that Obadiah 
was himself an Edomite convert, and therefore, “From the very forest 
itself came the handle of the axe that felled the trees.” The descendant 
of Edom was the most fit person to reprimand the people of Edom for 
their evil deeds. 



[4] you stood aloof : When Nebuchadnezzar besieged Jerusalem, the 
Edomites stood aloof and watched from a distance. When any of the 
people of Israel escaped the city and the besieging Babylonian soldiers, 
the Edomites caught and killed them. 
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Nor should you have stood at the 
crossroads [5] 

To cut off those who escaped; 

Neither should you have delivered 
up to the enemy 

Those who remained in the day of 
distress. 

The day of the Lord is near upon 
all the nations; 

As you have done, it shall be done 
to you; 

Your deeds shall return upon your 
own head. [6] 

On that day, said the Lord, I shall 
destroy the wise men of Edom 

And wisdom out of the mount of 
Esau. 

The mighty men of Teman shall be 
dismayed, 

So that every man may be cut off 


from the mount of Esau by 
slaughter. 

As you have drunk upon My holy 
mountain, 

So shall all the nations continually 
drink the cup of fury; 

They shall drink and gulp down 

And become as if they had not been. 

ISRAEL WILL BE RESTORED 

but mount zion shall be a refuge and 
it shall be holy. The house of Jacob shall 
possess its own possessions. And the 
house of Jacob shall be fire, and the house 
of Joseph a flame, and the house of Esau 
shall be stubble. They shall kindle them 
and devour them, and none shall remain 
of the house of Esau. Then they shall pos¬ 
sess the Negev, the mount of Esau, and the 



[5] at the crossroads i The Edomites waited to see who would have 
the upper hand in the battle. If the Babylonians, then they would join 
them; if the people of Israel, they would join them. 



[6 ] upon your own head: King Antonius asked Rabbi Jehudah, 
“Shall I enter the world to come?” 

“Yes,” the rabbi answered. 

“But,” the king asked again, “is it not written, ‘There shall be no 
remnant of the house of Esau’?” 

Rabbi Yehudah nodded. “It applies only to those whose evil deeds 
are like those of Esau.” 
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lowlands of the Philistines. They shall 
possess the field of Ephraim and the field 
of Samaria, and the people of Ammon 
in Gilead; and the captivity of the host of 
the children of Israel shall possess that 
which belonged to the Canaanites, even 


to Zarephath, and the captivity of Jeru¬ 
salem that is in Sepharad shall possess the 
cities of the Negev. 

Saviors shall come out of the mount 
Zion to judge the mount of Esau; and 
the kingdom shall be the Lord’s. 


.nai'jisD nrrm ,ira in nx dd^ 1 ? its in a o’srBfin ih’sn 

t : ^ t “ t : t : t •• “ v : • I • — : • • t: 



18* JONAH M 


FLIGHT FROM THE LORD 

the word of the lord came to Jonah 
the son of Amittai, saying: “Arise, go to 


Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim 
to it that its wickedness has come up be¬ 
fore Me.” But Jonah rose up to flee to 
Tarshish [i] from the presence of the 


[i] flee to tarshish: How could Jonah believe that he could flee the 
presence of God? Is it not written, “The eyes of the Lord see through 
the whole world” (Zechariah 4:10). Our Sages explain that Jonah 
thought he could flee to a country outside of the land of Israel, where 
the Divine Presence did not rest on prophets. Then the Lord spoke to 
Jonah, saying, “You are like the unruly servant of the kohen who runs 
to the cemetery where his master’s hand cannot reach him. But the 
stupid servant forgets that his master has many servants at his disposal 
who can be sent to fetch him from the burial ground. So will I send one 
of My messengers for you—a storm—and it will bring you back.” 
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Lord. He went down to Joppa and 
found a ship going to Tarshish. He paid 
his fare [2] and went down into it to go 
with them to Tarshish from the presence 
of the Lord. 

But the Lord hurled a great wind into 
the sea, and it became a mighty tempest 
and it was feared that the ship would be 
broken. The sailors were frightened and 
each cried to his god. Then they threw 
into the sea the wares that were in the 
ship to lighten it. But Jonah had gone 
down into the innermost part of the 
ship; he lay there and fell asleep. The 
shipmaster came to him and said to him: 
“Why are you sleeping? Arise and call 
to your God. Perhaps God will think of 
us and we will not perish. [3] [And Jonah 
did not answer.] 

INTO THE SEA 

then the sailors said to one another: 


“Come, let us cast lots that we may 
know who caused this calamity to fall 
upon us.” They cast lots and the lot fell 
upon Jonah. So they said to him: “What 
is your occupation? From where do you 
come? What is your country? And of 
what people are you?” 

And he said to them: “I am a Hebrew 
and I fear the Lord of heaven who has 
made the sea and the dry land, and I fled 
from the Lord’s presence.” 

And the men became very frightened 
because the sea grew more and more 
stormy, and they said to him: “What 
shall we do to you that the sea may be¬ 
come calm for us?” 

And he said to them: “Take me up and 
throw me into the sea and the sea will 
become calm. I know that this great 
storm is upon you because of me.” [4] 
[But the men were reluctant to do it.] 
They rowed hard to bring the ship to the 
land, but they could not, because the sea 


[2] he paid his fare : So anxious was Jonah to flee the Lord that he paid 
for the hire of the entire ship. 

[3] we will not perish: Why were the ship’s sailors so frightened? 
Because, though they were experienced seamen, they had never before 
seen such a storm, which raged only where their ship sailed and left 
other ships undisturbed. 


[4] because of me : The sailors did not believe at first that Jonah’s dis¬ 
obedience could cause the storm. So they held him over the side in the 
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JONAH 1:13-15; 2H-3 


became more and more tempestuous. [5] 
They cried to the Lord and said: “We 
beseech You, O Lord, let us not perish 
for this man’s life, and lay not upon us 
[his] innocent blood. You, Yourself, 
have brought this about.” So they picked 
Jonah up and threw him into the sea and 
the sea ceased its raging. Then the men 
feared the Lord exceedingly; and they 
offered a sacrifice to the Lord and made 
vows to Him. 


THE GREAT FISH 

now the lord had ready a great fish to 
swallow Jonah. And Jonah was in the 
belly of the fish three days and three 
nights. Then Jonah prayed to the Lord, 
his God, out of the belly of the fish: 

I called out of my affliction 
To the Lord, and He answered me. 
Out of the belly of the netherworld 
I cried 


sea up to his waist and the storm stopped and the sea calmed. When 
they drew him back on deck, the storm raged as before. Again the 
sailors put him over the side, this time up to his neck, and the storm 
once more ceased and the sea grew calm. Yet no sooner did they lift 
him to the vessel when the storm burst forth with full fury once more. 
At last, before casting Jonah overboard, the sailors cried out, “We 
beseech Thee, O Lord, lay not upon us the innocent blood of Jonah. 
We are doing this to fulfill Your desire that we cast him into the sea.” 



[5] more and more tempestuous: The Book of Jonah may be seen as 
an allegory of man’s journey through the world. Jonah’s descent into 
the ship is symbolic of man’s descent into this world, which is so full of 
vexation. Man, then, is in the world as in a ship which is traversing a 
great and stormy ocean. Man believes that when he commits a sin, he 
can flee from the presence of the Master who takes no notice of the 
world. The Almighty then rouses a furious tempest which assails the 
ship, and man, caught in the tempest, is struck down. Although man 
is prostrate, his soul does not exert itself to return to the Master to make 
good its omissions. Some plead in behalf of the accused, as the sailors 
did for Jonah, and strive to restore him to the world. But they cannot, 
for the “sea grew more and more stormy against them.” 
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And You heard my voice. 

You cast me into the depth, 

In the heart of the seas, 

And the flood surrounded me. 

All Your waves and Your billows 
Passed over me. 

And I said: “I am cast out 
From before Your eyes”; [6] 

Yet I will look again toward Your 
holy temple. 

The waters compassed me around, 
even to the soul; 


The deep was round about me; 

The weeds were wrapped about 
my head. 

I went down to the bottoms of the 
mountains; 

The earth with her bars closed upon 
me for ever; 

Yet have You brought up my life 
from the pit, 

O, Lord my God. 

And the Lord spoke to the fish [7] and 
it vomited Jonah upon dry land. 



[6] from before your eyes : Our Sages said that three prophets were 
different in their views. The prophet Jeremiah defended the people of 
Israel and demanded honor for the Lord, saying: “We have transgressed 
and have rebelled, but Thou hast not pardoned” (Lamentations 3 ’.4.2). 
Jeremiah demanded that the people honor God but also demanded 
compassion from the Lord for the people. 

The prophet Elijah demanded only that the children of Israel honor 
the Lord, but did not demand compassion for the Israelites from God. 
Elijah said, “I have been zealous for the Lord, because the children of 
Israel have forsaken Thy covenant” (I Kings 19:10). Because of that 
Ehjah was punished. The Lord took away his gift of prophecy. 

But the prophet Jonah demanded honor only for Israel, and refused 
the Lord’s summons to go to Nineveh. He feared that if he succeeded 
in his mission, the Lord would forgive Nineveh. But the Lord punished 
him for his refusal and spoke to him only once more. As it is written, 
“And the word of the Lord came to Jonah the second time” (3:1). 



[7] the lord spoke to the fish : When the Lord is said to have spoken 
to the fish, it means that He gave the fish the will to act in that way; 
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THE PROPHET GOES TO NINEVEH 

AND THE WORD OF THE LORD Came to 
Jonah a second time, saying: “Go to 
Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim to 
her all that I bid you.” [8] So Jonah arose 
and went to Nineveh as the Lord had 
commanded him. Now, Nineveh was a 
very great city, a city of three days jour¬ 
ney [from one end to the other]. 

Jonah entered into the city and walked 
a day’s journey into it, and called out: 


“After forty days Nineveh shall be over¬ 
thrown.” 

Then Jonah went out of the city and 
sat down on the east side of it. There he 
made for himself a booth and sat in its 
shade, and waited to see what would be¬ 
come of the city. 

And the people of Nineveh believed in 
God; [9] and they proclaimed a fast and 
put on sackcloth, from the greatest of 
them to the least of them. When the 
news reached the king of Nineveh, he 


therefore, the prophet ascribes the act, the deed, directly to God. Simi¬ 
larly, “Events caused by man’s free will, such as war, the dominion of 
one nation over another, the attempt of one person to hurt or insult 
another, are ascribed to God.” 

[8] all that 1 bid you : The yoke of the Lord is sometimes heavy, and 
Moses at first refused it and did not wish to be the Lord’s messenger. 
“I pray Thee,” he begged, “send anyone but me” (Exodus 4:13). “O, 
Lord, I am not a man of words... for I am slow of speech, and of a 
heavy tongue” (Exodus 4:10). Jeremiah also did not wish to prophesy 
and begged God, “O Lord, God, I cannot speak because I am so 
young.” But, like Moses, he too obeyed. Jonah also first refused the 
Lord’s summons to go to Nineveh and went only when the mission 
was thrust upon him. 

[9] nineveh believed in god : Because the people of Nineveh believed 
Jonah, they turned from their evil ways and repented with their whole 
hearts. Our Sages tell us that they even restored stolen things to their 
rightful owners. When the Lord saw their deeds, he accepted their re¬ 
pentance and did not punish them as He had planned. 

.room mm or o^onK ms? noxr anpr 

v t s v : • t : “ “ - rl : — 



jonah 3 :6-io; 4:1-3 


187 


arose from his throne, put off his royal 
robe, covered himself with a sackcloth 
and sat in ashes. And he commanded it 
to be proclaimed throughout Nineveh: 
“Let neither man nor beast, cattle nor 
sheep, taste anything, food or drink. Let 
them be covered with sackcloth, both 
man and beast, and let them cry mightily 
to God. Let every one turn away from 
his evil ways, and from the violence that 
is in their hands. Who knows ? God may 
repent and turn away from His fierce an¬ 
ger and we shall not perish.” 

And God saw their deeds, that they did 
turn away from their evil ways. God re¬ 
lented of the calamity which He said He 
would bring upon them, and He did it 
not. 


JONAH REBUKED 

and this was evil to Jonah, very evil, 
and he was vexed. He prayed to the Lord 
and said: “O Lord, is it not this I said 
when I was yet upon the earth of my 
own country? Therefore I fled to Tar- 
shish, because I knew that You are a 
gracious God and compassionate, long- 
suffering and abundant in mercy and 


ready to relent. Therefore, O Lord, I be¬ 
seech You, take my life from me; for it 
is better for me to die than to live.” 

Then the Lord God prepared a gourd 
to be a shade over Jonah’s head to save 
him from discomfort. And Jonah was ex¬ 
ceedingly glad of the gourd. But God 
prepared a worm, and the next morning, 
when the sun arose, the worm gnawed 
the gourd till it withered. And it came to 
pass when the sun arose that God sent a 
burning east wind and the sun beat upon 
the head of Jonah that he fainted, and he 
wished himself dead. “It is better for me 
to die than to live.” 

Then God said to Jonah: “Are you 
sorry for the gourd?” And Jonah an¬ 
swered : “I am very sorry, even to 
death.” 

Then the Lord said: “You have had 
pity on the gourd, for which you have 
not labored, nor did you make it grow, 
which came up in a night and perished 
in a night. And should I not have pity on 
Nineveh, that great city, in which there 
are more than a hundred and twenty 
thousand children who cannot dis¬ 
tinguish between their right hand and 
their left hand, and also much cattle?” 
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the word of the lord [i] that came to 
Micah [2] the Morashtite in the days of 


Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, kings of Ju¬ 
dah, concerning Samaria and Jerusalem. 


[1] the word of the lord: The Lord said: “Surely I spoke to the 
prophets, but through a vision, therefore one prophecy is not exactly 
like the other.” As it is written, Amos saw the Lord standing—“I saw 
God standing beside the altar” (9:1). Micah saw God sitting on His 
throne (I Kings 22:19). Moses saw Him as a warrior—“The Lord is a 
man of war” (Exodus 15:3). Daniel saw Him as an old man—“I beheld 
till thrones were placed and one that was old... did sit and the hair of 
his head like pure wool” (Daniel 7:9). It is also written that the Lord 
has spoken to the prophets and multiplied parables (Hosea 12:11). 

[2] micah: This is an abbreviated version of Micaiah, which means “who is 
like unto God.” 
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THE LORD JUDGES SAMARIA 

hear, you peoples, all of you; give heed 
earth and all her fullness; and let the Lord 
God be my witness against you, the Lord 
from His holy temple. 

Behold, the Lord comes forth from 
His place and will come down and tread 
upon the high places of the earth. The 
mountains shall melt under Him like 
wax under fire, and the valleys shall split 
asunder as [when] waters are poured 
down from a steep place. All this [comes] 
because of the transgression of Jacob and 
the sins of Israel. What is the transgres¬ 
sion of Jacob ? Is it not Samaria ? And 
what is the sin of Judah? Is it not Jeru¬ 
salem? 

I will make Samaria a ruined field, [3] 
a place for planting vineyards. I will pour 
down stones into the valley and lay bare 


its foundation. All her graven images 
shall be shattered and all her gifts to her 
temples shall be burned in fire, and all her 
wooden and metal idols will he desolate 
because she has gathered them from the 
hire of a harlot [4] and to a harlot’s hire 
they shall return. 

For this I will lament and wail, I will 
go barefoot and naked. [5] I will howl 
like a jackal and moan like an ostrich. 
For her wound is incurable! It comes to 
Judah, it reaches the gate of my people, 
even to Jerusalem. 

OPPRESSION OF THE POOR 

woe to them who devise iniquity during 
the night and plan to carry out the evil. 
In the morning light they execute it be¬ 
cause the power is in their hands. They 
covet fields and seize them, and houses 
they take away. Thus they crush a man 



[3] a ruined field : No prophet or sage has ever announced the de¬ 
struction of the universe, or a change in the present conditions, or a per¬ 
manent change in any of its properties. 


[4] the hire of a harlot : Idolatry and harlotry are often identified, so 
that sacrifices to graven images are considered “the hire of a harlot .” 



[5] barefoot and naked : Jews did not indulge in nudity as did the Greeks. 
Instead, what is meant here is removing shoes and outer clothing to demonstrate 
mourning. 
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MICAH 2:2, 8, 9, 3-5, 3:1,2 


and his household, even a man and his 
heritage. [6] 

You became My people’s enemy. You 
strip the garment and the mantle from 
those who pass by peacefully so that they 
appear as men returning from war. The 
women of My people you drive out of 
their pleasant homes, and from their 
young children you take away My splen¬ 
dor. 

Therefore, I am devising a disaster 
against this family, said the Lord, from 
which you shall not be able to remove 
your neck nor will you be able to walk 
upright. [7] It shall be an evil time. In 
that day a taunting song shall be sung 


against you and a lament shall be raised, 
saying: “We are utterly ruined; the heri¬ 
tage of my people has changed masters. 
How was it removed from me? To the 
enemy were my fields allotted, and now 
we are utterly ruined.” Therefore, there 
will be no heirs [8] that shall be measured 
by a measuring line or by casting lots in 
the congregation of Israel. 

THE LEADERS DENOUNCED 

and i said : Hear this, you heads of the 
house of Jacob and rulers of the house of 
Israel. [9] Is it not for you to know jus¬ 
tice? But they hate good and love evil, 


[6] a man and his heritage: Whoever causes his fellowman loss of 
property whether indirectly or directly, as by stealing, cannot be con¬ 
sidered truly repentant until he has repaid the money, or restored the 
property. 

[7] to walk upright : The yoke will force them to walk bent over, burdened, 
like animals. 

[8] no heirs : The children of Israel, when they were in God’s good 
graces, prayed for power over the yetzer hara , but they were warned, 
“Know that if you destroy the yetzer hara, the world will end.” None¬ 
theless they took power over the evil propensity and imprisoned it for 
three days; but in those three days no*, a child was conceived or born 
in all of Israel. 

[9] the house of Israel : Rav said that scholars do not have to be warn¬ 
ed about doing evil because they cannot claim to be ignorant of the 
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they flay the skin from them and their 
flesh from their bones. Then they eat the 
flesh of My people and break their 
bones; yes, they chop them in pieces, 
like meat which is put in a pot and flesh 
in a cauldron. Then, when they shall cry 
to the Lord, He will not answer them. 
He will hide His face from them because 
they did evil things. 

THE PROPHETS DENOUNCED 

thus said the lord concerning the proph¬ 
ets who lead my people astray. They 
cry, “Peace,” when their teeth have any 
thing to bite. [10] But when one does not 
put anything into their mouths, they de¬ 
clare war against him. Therefore, it shall 
be night to you, that you shall have no 
vision; darkness for you, that you shall 
not divine. The sun shall set upon these 
prophets and the day shall become black 
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over them. [11] The seers shall be put to 
shame, the diviners confounded. They 
shall all cover their upper lips, for there 
shall be no answer from God. But I am 
full of power and justice and strength by 
the spirit of God, to declare to Jacob his 
transgression and to Israel his sin. 

Israel’s moral decline 

woe is me, as in the last of the summer 
fruit, as in the time of grape gleaning of 
the vintage; there is no cluster to eat, nor 
an early fig that my soul desires. 

The godly man is perished from out 
of the earth 

And there is none righteous among 
men. 

They all lie in wait for blood; 

Each hunts his brother with a net. 
They have made ready their hands 
to do evil diligently; 


law as ordinary people can. Rabbi Johanan said that it was like fine 
linen which is ruined if it is even slightly soiled, while rough burlap 
can hardly even be harmed by dirt. 


[10] any thing to bite: People who paid prophets were sure to receive 
favorable forecasts. 



[11] shall become black over them: The image of an eclipse is meant 
symbolically to be the eclipse of these prophets and diviners. It also speaks 
of the darkness of mind in which they work. 
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micah 7:3 -6; 3 :9-12; 6:1 


The prince asks for a bribe, and the 
judge renders a decision 
for a reward. 

The great man speaks openly the 
evil desire of his soul; 

Thus they are woven together in 
the conspiracy to pervert justice. 

The best of them is like a brier, 

The most upright is worse than a 
thorn hedge. 

The day that was foretold to you, 
the day of punishment, has 
come. 

Now it shall be their wrack and 
ruin. 

Trust not in a friend. 

Put no confidence in an intimate; 

From her that lies in your bosom 

Guard the doors of your mouth. 

The son dishonors the father, 

The daughter rises up against her 
mother, 

The daughter-in-law against her 
her mother-in-law, 


A man’s enemies are the men in his 
own house. 

THE DOOM OF JERUSALEM 

hear this now, heads of the house of 
Jacob and rulers of the house of Israel, 
that abhor justice and make crooked 
everything which is straight, that build 
Zion with blood and Jerusalem with 
iniquity. Her heads judge for bribes, the 
priests give decisions for hire, and the 
prophets divine for money. Yet they 
lean upon the Lord and say: “Is not the 
Lord in our midst? How can evil befall 
us?” [12] Therefore, because of you, 
Zion shall be plowed as a field, and Jeru¬ 
salem will become a ruin, and the moun¬ 
tain of the house a high place in the 
forest . 

GOD CONTENDS WITH ISRAEL 

hear you now what the Lord said [to 
me]: “Plead your case before the moun- 



[12] how can evil befall us: What kinds of prayers are forbidden? 
Prayers which seek to undo what had been done, or to reverse the 
course of nature. He who utters such prayers does so in vain. If a man 
should see a fire in the distance, he may not pray, “May it not be my 
house!” The fire already rages in that particular house and it may very 
well be his. A man should not pray to God regarding what is already 
done and past. 
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tains and let the hills hear your voice.” 
O, you mountains, hear the Lord’s con¬ 
troversy and give ear you foundations 
of the earth. The Lord has a controversy 
with His people and will contend with 
Israel: 

“My people, what have I done to you? 
And with what have I wearied you? 
Answer Me. I brought you up out of the 
land of Egypt and redeemed you out of 
the house of bondage. O, My people, 
remember what Balak, king of Moab, 
devised, and what did Balaam, the son 
of Beor, answer him. [Remember what 
happened] from Shittim to Gilgal that 
you may understand the righteous acts 
of the Lord.” [13] 


With what shall I come before the 
Lord, 

And bow myself before God most 
high? 

Shall I come before Him with 
burnt-offerings, 

With year-old calves ? 

Will the Lord be pleased with 
thousand of rams, 

With ten thousand rivers of oil? 

Shall I give [Him] my first-born for 
my transgression, 

The fruit of my body for the sin of 
my soul? [14] 

This is what you, O man, have been 
told is good, [15] 

And what the Lord requires of you: 


[13] the righteous acts of the lord: A king had wounded his son 
with a sharp blow and bandaged the wound, saying, “My son, as long 
as this bandage covers your wound, you may do anything you want, 
yet you will suffer no ill effects. But if you take the bandage off, a pro¬ 
found sore will plague you.” Thus the Lord spoke of the yetzer hara, 
for the Lord had created the propensity for evil and then given the 
children of Israel the Torah as an antidote. So long as Israel occupies 
itself with Torah, the yetzer hara will not be able to control man nor 
bring him harm. 

[14] the sin of my soul: The child who is descended from you often 
teaches you. 

[15] what man has been told is good: He who persuades his fellow- 
man to perform a good deed, it is as if he himself had performed it. 
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micah 6 : 8; 4:6, 7; 2:12, 13 ; 5:6, 9, 13 


Only to do justice and to love 
mercy [16] 

And to walk humbly before the 
Lord. 

THE GATHERING OF EXILES 

on that day, said the Lord, I will gather 
the lame and the lost and the afflicted. I 
will preserve the cast-off as a remnant, 
and make those who are weary of wan¬ 
dering into a mighty nation. And the 
Lord shall reign over them in mount 
Zion for ever. I will surely assemble all 
of you, O Jacob; I will surely gather the 
remnant of Israel. I will put them to¬ 
gether as sheep in the fold, as a flock in 
the midst of the pasture, and the cities 
shall become a multitude of men. 

The one who clears a way will go 
forth before them. They will break 


through the gate and go forth through it. 
Their king shall pass on before them and 
the Lord at their head. And the remnant 
of Jacob shall be in the midst of many 
nations, [17] as dew from the Lord, as 
showers upon grass, that does not put its 
hope in man and does not need the aid 
of men. 

And it shall come to pass on that day 
that I will cut off the horses from your 
midst and destroy your chariots. I will 
cut off the [fortified] cities of your land 
and I will throw down all your strong¬ 
holds. I will cut off witchcraft from your 
land and you shall have no more sooth¬ 
sayers ; and I will cut off graven images 
and your pillars out of your midst, and 
you shall no longer worship the work of 
your hand. I will uproot your Asherim 
from your midst and I will destroy your 
enemies. [18] 


[16] to love mercy : if you tear your hearts with repentance, it will not 
be necessary for you to tear your clothes in mourning for the deaths of 
your sons. 



[17] in the midst of many nations: RabbiJohanan said: “After the 
Temple was destroyed, prophecy was taken from the mouths of proph¬ 
ets and put into the mouths of the foolish and into the mouths of 
babes.” 


[18] 1 will destroy your enemies : When an idol is smashed, its priests 
are terrified. 
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THE FUTURE GLORY 

• 

in the end of days it shall come to pass 
that the mountain of the Lord’s house 
shall be established on top of the moun¬ 
tain, and it shall be exalted above all the 
hills. Many nations shall go and say: 
“Come, let us go up to the mountain of 
the Lord, and to the house of the God of 
Jacob, that He may teach us His ways 
and we will walk in His paths.” [19] For 
out of Zion shall go forth the law and the 
word of the Lord from Jerusalem. [20] 
And He shall judge between many 
peoples and shall decide concerning 
mighty nations afar off; and they shall 
beat their swords into plowshares and 
their spears into pruning hooks. Nation 
shall not lift up sword against nation, 


neither shall they learn war any more. 
[21J But they shall sit every man under 
his vine and fig-tree, and none shall make 
them afraid; for the mouth of the Lord 
of the host has spoken. All the people 
shall walk each one in the name of its 
god, and we will walk in the name of 
the Lord our God forever and ever. 

Who is like You, O God, who for¬ 
gives the iniquity and passes by the trans¬ 
gression of the remnant of His heritage ? 
He does not keep His anger for ever, be¬ 
cause He delights in mercy. He will again 
have compassion upon us. He will sub¬ 
due our iniquities and cast all our sins 
into the ocean. You shall show faith¬ 
fulness to Jacob, mercy to Abraham, as 
You have sworn to our fathers from days 
of old. 


[19] walk in his paths : A Jew is commanded to perform deeds of 
mercy for those who are not of his brotherhood. 

[20] from Jerusalem : In this world, only individuals were prophets; 
in the world to come, all the children of Israel will be prophets. 


[21] learn war any more : The Lord required that Moses make war 
on Sihon (Deut. 2:24), but instead Moses sent messengers of peace to 
Sihon. Then the Lord said, “I commanded you to make war, but you 
have made overtures of peace.” “There is no peace for the wicked,” 
says the Lord. How great must be the command for peace if Israel dis¬ 
obeyed God’s word for the sake of peace—and the Lord was not angry 
with them. 
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20« NAHUM [X3] 


THE AVENGING GOD 

the prophecy on Nineveh, [i] the book 
of vision of Nahum [2] the Elkoshite. 

The Lord is a jealous God. He avenges 
and is full of wrath. The Lord takes ven¬ 
geance on His adversaries and He bears 
wrath for His enemies. The Lord is long- 


suffering and great in power, and He 
will by no means clear the guilty. The 
whirlwind and the tempest are His way, 
and the clouds are the dust of His feet. 
He rebukes the sea and dries it up, and 
He dries up all the rivers. Bashan and 
Carmel wither and the flower of Leba¬ 
non fades away. The mountains quake 


[1] nineveh: The capital of the Assyrian empire. After its people had re¬ 
pented during the time when Jonah prophesied, they returned to their evil- 
doings. 


[2] nahum : A name meaning “full of comfort .” Nahum is a comforting 
prophet who foretells only the destruction of Nineveh, and does not rebuke 
Israel. 
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nahum 1:5-8; 3 : i; 2:14, 7, 9; 3:2-5 

before Him and the hills melt. The earth 
shakes at His presence, the world and all 
who dwell in it. 

Who can stand before His wrath? 
And who can endure the fierceness of 
His anger? His fury is poured out like 
fire, and the rocks are shattered before 
Him. 

The Lord is good, a stronghold in the 
day of trouble to those who seek refuge 
in Him. [3] 

But with an overrunning flood, He 
will make a full end to Nineveh and 
darkness shall pursue His enemies. 

nineveh’s doom 

woe to the bloody city, full of lies and 
plunder. Slaughter does not cease in her. 

I am against you, says the Lord, I will 
burn and send your chariots up in smoke 
and the sword shall devour your young 
lions. I will cut off your prey from the 
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earth, and the voice of your messengers 
shall be heard no more. 

The gates of the rivers are opened and 
the palace melts away. [4] Nineveh has 
been, as of old, full of defenders like a 
pool of water, yet they flee away. [One 
cries:] “Stand! Stand!” but none looks 
back. 

The crack of the whip, the rattling of 
wheels, prancing of horses and jolting of 
chariots. The horsemen charge, the flash¬ 
ing sword, and the glittering spear. A 
multitude of slain, a heap of carcasses, 
and there is no end to corpses. They 
stumble upon their corpses. 

[All this came to you] Because of the 
many harlotries, your greatly favored 
harlot, mistress of witchcraft, that sold 
nations through her harlotries, and peo¬ 
ples through her witchcraft. 

I am against you, says the Lord of 
hosts. I will pull up your skirts to your 
face, [5] and I will let the nations see your 



[3] who seek refuge in him: The children of Israel lamented, asking 
when the day of their redemption would come, and the Lord replied: 
“My children, when great afflictions are upon you, you may be sure 
that redemption is near.” 



[4] the palace melts away : Nineveh was surrounded by a moat. 



[5] your skirts to your face: Such exposure was the punishment for 
adultery. All those who had suffered by Assyrian betrayal will now see how 
Nineveh is humiliated. 
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nakedness, and the kingdoms your shame. 
I will throw loathsome things upon 
you and make you vile, and I will make 
you as dung so that everyone that sees 
you will flee from you and say: “Nine¬ 
veh is destroyed. Who will bemoan her? 
Whence shall I seek comforters for 
her?” 

Are you better than No-amon, [6] 
that sat among rivers, with water all 
around her, whose rampart was the sea 
and the sea her wall [of the stronghold] ? 
Yet she was carried away and went into 
captivity. Her young children were dash¬ 
ed to pieces at the head of every street. 
They cast lots for her honored men and 
all her great men were bound in 
chains. [7] 


You too will be made drunk and reel, 
and you shall seek refuge from the ene¬ 
my. All your fortresses shall be like fig- 
trees with the first ripe fruit; if they be 
shaken, they fall into the eater’s mouth. 
Behold, the warriors among you are but 
women. The gates of your land will be 
opened wide to your enemies. The fire 
has devoured the bars [of the gates]. 

Your shepherds slumber, O king of 
Assyria, your nobles are dead, your peo¬ 
ple are scattered upon the mountains, 
and there is none to gather them. There 
is no healing your wound; your wound 
is mortal. All who hear the report [of 
your fall] shall clap hands, for upon 
whom has not your wickedness passed 
continually? [8] 


[ 6 ] no-amon: A city in Egypt, also thought to be an impregnable fortress, 
but which had been breached and burned to the ground half a century before 
Ashurbanipal destroyed Nineveh. 



[7] bound in chains : The sword comes into the world because justice 
is delayed and perverted; and the sword also comes into the world 
because of those who pervert the meaning of the Law. Captivity enters 
the world because of idolatry, immorality and bloodshed. 


[ 8 ] your wickedness passed continually: if the Lord wishes the 
world to continue, there cannot be strict justice; if the Lord insists on 
strict justice, the world cannot endure. 
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GOOD TIDINGS TO JUDAH 

behold upon the mountain the feet of 
him that brings good tidings, that pro¬ 
claims peace. Celebrate your feasts, Ju¬ 
dah, fulfill your vows; for the wicked 


one shall never again pass through you; 
[9] he was utterly cut off. Though the 
destroyers have devastated Jacob and 
Israel and marred their branches, I will 
restore the vine of Jacob and likewise the 
vine of Israel. 



[9] pass through you ; Rabbi Johanan said that a man was walking 
on the road one night when his lantern went out. He lit it again, but 
again it went out. So he said to himself, “Why should I bother with 
this lantern? I will wait by the roadside until the sun comes up and then 
I will continue my journey.” 

So it is with the children of Israel. They were enslaved in Egypt and 
Moses brought them forth. They were enslaved in Babylon and Zerub- 
babel led them out. They were enslaved in Persia and Mordecai led 
them forth. They were enslaved by Greece and the Maccabees freed 
them. When, once again, they were enslaved by Rome, they pleaded, 
“O, Lord, do not free us again through the intervention of a man. We 
are weary with the succession of enslavement, freedom and enslavement 
again. Free us Yourself, O Lord, our Redeemer.” 
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21 ♦ HABAKKUK M 


THE PROPHET’S QUESTION 

the prophecy which Habakkuk [i] the 
prophet saw in a vision: How long, O 
Lord, shall I cry to You and You will not 


hear? I cry to You about violence and 
You do not help. Why do You show me 
iniquity? You look at mischief, and there 
is pillage and violence before me. Strife 
occurs and contention arises. Therefore 
the law is numbed and justice [2] never 


[1] habakkuk: The name may derive from the Hebrew word habag, which 
means “to embrace .” 

[2] justice never goes forth: A king had a lovely drinking cup so 
delicately fashioned that if he poured hot water into it it would crack; 
and if he poured ice-cold water into it, it would also crack. Therefore 
he mixed hot and cold so that he could pour it safely into the cup. 

So it is with the Lord, who said that had He created the world only 
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goes forth. The wicked besets the righ¬ 
teous and perverted justice goes forth. [3] 

THE SUCCESS OF THE VIOLENT 

look you among the nations and look 
on in amazement, [for behold] a deed 
shall be done in your days which you 
will not believe were it told to you. He 
has raised up the Chaldeans, that bitter 
and impetuous nation, that march 
through the breadth of the land to seize 
dwelling places that are not theirs. They 


are terrible and dreadful. They carry 
their own law and justice. [4] 

Their horses are swifter than leopards 
and fiercer than the wolves of the desert; 
their horsemen are many and come from 
afar, they swoop like vultures that hasten 
to devour. All of them come for violence 
and gather captives like sand. They scoff 
at kings and deride princes. They laugh 
at all strongholds, they heap up earth 
[opposite it] and take it. Then they sweep 
on like wind, pass on.They make strength 
their god. [5] 


with mercy, sin would multiply beyond all limits. Had he created the 
world only with justice, the world could not have endured. And so the 
Lord created the world with both justice and mercy. 

<[3] perverted justice goes forth: Do not abandon your belief in 
retribution. 



[4] their own law and justice : Rabbi Judah ben Tema says: Be 
strong as the leopard, swift as the eagle, fleet as the gazelle, and brave 
as the Hon, to do the will of the Lord who is in heaven. 



[5] they make strength their god : Ten strong things were created in 
the world: a moutain is strong but iron can break it; iron is strong but 
fire can melt it; fire is strong but water can extinguish it; water is strong 
but clouds can carry it; clouds are strong but winds can scatter them; 
wind is strong but the body can carry it as breath; the body is strong 
but terror can break it; terror is strong but wine can drive it out; wine 
is strong but sleep can overcome it; death, however, is stronger than 
all. 
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HABAKKUK I 1 1 2-1 7 ; 2 : I~3 


THE QUESTION REPEATED 
BUT ARE YOU NOT FROM EVERLASTING, 

Lord my God, my Holy One, Immortal 
One? Have You ordained him for judg¬ 
ment; O Rock, have You established 
him for chastisement? But You are too 
pure of eye to look upon evil. You can¬ 
not gaze upon wrongdoing. Why, then, 
do you look upon treacherous men and 
keep silent, when the wicked swallows 
up the man that is more righteous than 
he? [6] 

You make man as the fishes of the sea, 
as creeping things, that have no ruler 
over them. He brings them all up with 
the hook. He catches them in his net and 


gathers them in his seine. Therefore he 
rejoices and exults, and sacrifices to his 
net and burns incense to his seine. Shall 
he keep emptying his net and never cease 
to slay nations ? [7] 

I will stand upon my watch and station 
myself upon the tower, and will look out 
to see what He will speak to me and what 
answer He will make to my complaint. 

god’s reply once more 

AND THE LORD ANSWERED ME and Said I 

Write the vision clearly upon tablets that 
one may read it readily. The vision is for 
a set time; it speaks of the end and does 
not lie. If it tarry, wait for it, for it will 


[ 6 ] more righteous than he : Everything is given on pledge, and a net 
is spread for all living men: the shop is open, the shopkeeper gives 
credit, the ledger lies open, the hand writes, and whosoever wishes to 
borrow may come and borrow. But the collectors make their daily 
round and exact payment from man, whether he wishes it or not; for 
they have the necessary evidence in the form of records that have been 
kept. The judgment is the judgment of truth, and everything is pre¬ 
pared for the feast in the world-to-come. 

«*§ W to slay nations: Rabbi Meir said that when the Lord declared, 
“I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious” (Exodus 33 :19), God 
meant it, although that person may not be deserving. When the Lord 
declared, “and I will show mercy on whom I will show mercy,” He 
likewise meant it, although that person may not be deserving of mercy. 
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surely come; it will not fail its set time. 

[8] And the righteous shall live by His 
faithfulness. 

He who enlarged his desire like Sheol 
and is as insatiable as death, gathered all 
the nations to himself, assembled all the 
peoples. Shall not all these take up a 
taunting song against him, saying: “Woe 
to him that enriches himself with that 
which is not his own, loads himself with 
many pledges; for how long ?” 

Will not your creditors rise up sud¬ 
denly and exact interest of you, and 
awake those that shall make you quake, 

[9] and you shall become spoil to them? 
Because you have despoiled many 

nations, all the rest of the people shall 
despoil you; because the blood of men 
and the violence done to the land, to the 
city and to all who dwell therein. 
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The stone cries out of the wall and the 
beam out of the wood work shall answer it. 

You shall be sated with shame instead 
of glory. You shall drink also and be poi¬ 
soned. The cup of the Lord’s right hand 
shall be passed to you and disgrace shall 
be upon your glory. 

THE prophet’s FAITH 

The Lord is in His holy temple, 

Let all the earth be hushed before 
Him. 

I will rejoice in the Lord, 

I will exult in the God of my 
salvation. 

God, the Lord, is my strength, 

And He makes my feet like hinds’ feet 
And He makes me walk on the high 
places. 


[8] its set time : It is the duty of man to say a benediction for the bad 
even as he recites one for the good. 



[9] make you quake : The wife of Rabbi Hanninah asked her husband 
to pray that he be given on earth some of the good that was reserved 
for the righteous in the world to come. Rabbi Hanninah prayed and a 
leg of a golden table was thrown to him. Later he dreamed that he sat 
in the next world at a table with only two legs while all the others sat 
at golden tables with three legs. When he told the dream to his wife, 
she begged him to pray that the golden table leg be returned to the 
world to come. The rabbi did, and it was. So his wife learned that you 
cannot eat at two tables or have the best of both worlds. 
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22* ZEPHANIAH N 


the word of the lord which came to 
Zephaniah [i] the son of Cushi, the son 
of Gedaliah, the son of Amariah, the son 
of Hezekiah, in the days of Josiah [2] the 
son of Amon, King of Judah. 

APPROACHING DOOM 

i will utterly destroy all things from 


off the face of the earth. I will destroy 
man and beast. I will consume the fowls 
of the heavens and the fishes of the sea, 
the idols and their worshipers, said the 
Lord. 

I will stretch out My hand against 
Judah, and against all the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem; I will cut off Baal [3] to the 
last remnant in this place, and the name 


[1] zephaniah : The name means “he whom God hath hidden (from evil).” 

[2] josiah : Zephaniah was a contemporary of Jeremiah and preached in the 
reign of the Josiah of the Great Reformation. 

[3] baal : The idol worshiped by the Canaanites and Phoenicians. 








ZEPHANIAH 1:5, 6, 8-12 
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of the idolatrous priests with the priests; 
and those who prostrate themselves upon 
the housetops to the host of heaven. And 
those who worship the Lord and swear 
by Malcam; [4] and those who have 
turned away from following the Lord, 
and those who have not sought the Lord 
nor inquired after Him. 

On that day I will punish the princes 
and the king’s sons who fill their master’s 
house with violence and deceit, and all 
who dress themselves in foreign gar¬ 


ments. [5] And on the same day I will 
punish everyone who leaps over the 
threshold. [6] 

On that day, says the Lord, a cry will 
be heard from the fish gate [7] and a 
wailing from the second quarter and a 
great crash from the hills. Wail, you in¬ 
habitants of the valley of Kidron, because 
all the merchant people are undone; and 
those who are laden with silver are cut 
off. [8] And it shall come to pass at that 
time, that I will search through Jerusalem 


^5 [4] malcam : The idol worshiped by the Ammonites. 

<+% [ 5 ] foreign garments : Not only will punishment be meted out to those who 

worship foreign idols, but to those who adopt foreign manners of dress. 

[6 ] leaps over the threshold : The thresholds were places where many of 
the primitive people made sacrifices when building their houses. Those who 
leaped over the threshold may also have been those who robbed the poor. 

[7] from the fish gate: The fish gate was near the north wall of the city, 
where the Tyrians traded in dried fish. 

[8 ] those who are laden with silver are cut off: There are four 
types of men: One says, “Mine is mine and thine is thine.” He is an 
ordinary man. A second says, “Mine is thine and thine is mine.” He is 
an am ha’aretz. A third says, “Mine is thine and thine is thine.” That 
man is a saint. But the wicked man says, “Thine is mine and mine is 
mine.” 
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ZEPHANIAH i:i2, 13, 7, 14-18 


with lamps and I will punish the men 
who are settled on their lees, [9] that say 
in their heart: “The Lord will not do 
good, neither will He do evil.” [10] 
Therefore their wealth shall become a 
booty and their house a desolation. They 
shall build houses, but shall not dwell in 
them; and they shall plant vineyards, but 
shall not drink their wine. 

THE DAY OF THE LORD 

silence in the presence of the Lord, for 
the day of the Lord is at hand. The Lord 
has prepared a sacrifice and has sanctified 
the guests. 

The great day of the Lord is near. 

Near and speeding fast; 

The sound of the day of the Lord is 
such 


That the mighty man shall cry 
bitterly. 

That day is a day of wrath, 

A day of trouble and distress, 

A day of desolation and waste, 

A day of darkness and gloom, 

A day of cloud and thick darkness, 
A day of shofar and battle cry, 
Against the fortified cities 
And against the high towers. 

I will bring distress upon men. 

They shall walk like blind, 

Because they have sinned against 
the Lord. [11] 

Neither their silver nor their gold 
Shall be able to save them. 

In the day of the Lord’s wrath, 
When the fire of His jealousy shall 
devour the whole earth; 

For He will make a fearful end. 

Of all the inhabitants of the earth. 


[9] settled on their lees i This is a figure of speech from winemaking; it 
refers to men who have become smug amd complacent so that their moral dis¬ 
crimination has been dulled. 

[10] neither will he do evil: With Him there is no unrighteousness, 
nor forgetfulness, nor respect for persons, nor taking of bribes. 

««§ I 11 ] sinned against the lord : The yetzer hara does not walk on the 

sidewalks but in the middle of the road. When the evil impulse sees a 
man swaggering, it says: “This person belongs to me.” 
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Assyria’s doom 

he [the Lord], will stretch out His hand 
against the north and destroy Assyria. 
He will make Nineveh a desolation, dry 
as a desert. And droves of all kinds of 
beasts shall he down in her midst. The 
pelican and the night owl will roost on 
the top of the broken pillars. Birds shall 
sing in the windows because all the cedar 
beams shall be laid bare. Desolation shall 
be on the thresholds. 

This is the joyous city, that dwelt in 
security, that said in her heart: “I am, and 
there is none else beside me.” How has 
she become a desolation, a lair for beasts. 
Every one that passes by her shall hiss 
and make a gesture with his hand. 


JERUSALEM ARRAIGNED 

woe, defiant and defiled one, the op¬ 
pressing city! [12] She has not accepted 
correction. She has listened to no voice. 
She has not trusted in the Lord and she 
has not drawn near to her God. 

The princes in her midst are roaring 
Hons, her judges are desert wolves. [13] 
They leave not a bone until the morning. 
Her prophets are reckless [14] and treach¬ 
erous men. Her priests profaned that 
which is holy; they have done violence 
to the Law. [15] 

I have cut off nations. I have destroyed 
their battlements. I have made their 
squares desolate. I have laid waste their 
cities so there is no man, so that there is 


[12] the oppressing city : The prophet now turns to indict Jerusalem for its 
evils. 



[13] her judges are desert wolves : Power buries its possessors. 



[14] her prophets are reckless : The prophets were false prophets, and 
they did not present the Lord’s true arraignment of the people’s sins. 


^ [ 15] violence to the law: The priests did not carry out their duty to teach 
people the law truthfully. 
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no inhabitant. I said: “Surely you will 
fear Me, you will take correction; [16] it 
cannot be cut off from their eyes all that 
I did to them but they have zealously 
made all their doings corrupt. 

CALL TO REPENT 

Gather yourselves together, 

Yes, gather together 
You people who yearn for God, 
Before darkness descends 
The day passes like chaff, 

Before the fierce wrath of the Lord 
comes upon you, 

Before the day of the Lord’s anger 
comes upon you. 


zephaniah 3 :6, 7; 2:1-3 ; 3 :8, 9 

Seek the Lord, all you humble of 
the earth 

That did His bidding; 

Seek righteousness, seek humility. 

It may be that you shall be hidden 
on the day of the Lord’s anger. 


PROMISE TO THE FAITHFUL 

wait for me, said the Lord, until the day 
I rise up as a witness against the nations; 
for My decision is to gather up the na¬ 
tions, to assemble kingdoms, to pour 
upon them My indignation, all My 
fierce anger. In the fire of My zeal all the 
earth shall be devoured. Then I will re¬ 
store to the people a pure language that 


[16] you will take correction i In Rome the Empress lost her bracelet 
and Rabbi Samuel found it. A herald announced that whoever re¬ 
turned the bracelet within thirty days would receive a rich reward, 
but if the bracelet were found on his person thereafter, he would be 
beheaded. Rabbi Samuel, however, did not return the bracelet to the 
Empress until after the thirty days had passed. “Did you have the 
bracelet earlier?” she asked him. He nodded. “Did you hear the proc¬ 
lamation?” Again he nodded. “Then why did you not return the 
bracelet before the thirty days were past?” she asked. Then Rabbi 
Samuel replied, “So that you might not say that I feared you, or coveted 
the reward; but that I returned it only because I feared God.” 
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they may all call upon the name of the 
Lord, [17] to serve Him shoulder to 
shoulder. 

From beyond the rivers of Ethiopia 
they shall bring gifts to the gates of Zion 
for Me. On that day you shall not be 
ashamed of all your deeds, wherein you 
have transgressed [18] against Me, for I 
shall remove from you the arrogant and 
haughty ones and you shall be no more 
haughty on My holy mountain. I will 
leave in the midst of you a humble and a 
poor people, and they shall take refuge in 
the name of the Lord. 

The remnant of Israel shall not do 
iniquity, 


Nor speak lies, 

Neither shall a deceitful tongue [19] 
be found in their mouth. 

They shall feed and lie down, 

And none shall make them afraid. 

ISRAEL REDEEMED 

Sing, O daughter of Zion, 

Shout, O Israel; 

Be glad and rejoice with all your 
heart, 

Daughter of Jerusalem, 

The Lord has taken away your 
opponents. 

He has cast out your enemy; 


[ : 7 ] THE NAME OF THE lord: However high the Lord be above the 
world, let a man but enter a synagogue, stand behind a pillar and whis¬ 
per a prayer, and the Holy One, blessed be He, hearkens to his prayer. 
Can there be a God nearer than this, who is as close to His creatures as 
the mouth is to the ear? 



[18] wherein you have transgressed: A man does not commit a 
transgression unless a spirit of madness has entered into him. 


19] A deceitful tongue : Rabbi Abbahu said in the name of Rabbi 
Johanan: If a man seeks to praise God in an excessive way he is banished 
from the world. As it is written, “Who can utter the mighty acts of 
the Lord and show forth all His praise?” (Psalms 106:2). 
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ZEPHANIAH 3:15-18 


The King of Israel, the Lord, is in 
your midst. 

You shall not fear evil any 
more. [20] 

On that day it shall be said to 
Jerusalem: 

“Fear you not, 

Zion, let not your hands droop in 
despair. 

The Lord your God is in your 
midst, 


A Mighty One who will save. 

He will rejoice over you [21] with 
gladness, 

He will be silent in His love, 

He will exult over you with sing- 
mg. 

I shall gather together the grief- 
stricken, [22] who absented them¬ 
selves from the festivals, 

And those who have borne the 
burden of reproach. 



[20] fear evil any more: Antoninus asked Rabbi Judah Ha-Nasi 
when the yetzer hara begins to exert its influence on the human being; 
from the time of the embryo’s formation, or when it emerges from 
the body? Rabbi Judah replied that the yetzer hara exercised its power 
from the time of the embryo’s formation. Then Antoninus remarked, 
“In that case it should surely kick in the womb and come out of its 
own accord.” 



[21] he will rejoice over you : Scripture says that the Lord repented 
that He had made man, and it grieved Him at His heart (Genesis 6:6). 
In explaining this, the Sages asked the man who had sought explanation 
about it, “Have you ever had a son born to you?” “Yes,” the man re¬ 
plied. “What did you do when he was born?” “I rejoiced and had 
others rejoice with me.” “But didn’t you know that a time would come 
when your son would die?” “Surely,” the man said, “but in a time of 
joy, let there be joy, and in a time of mourning, mourning.” So, too, 
explained the rabbis, did it happen with the Lord and His creation of 
man. 



[22] the grief-stricken : A man in Sepphoris had a son who died, and 
Rabbi Jose ben Halafta went to visit him. While there, the man’s 
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At that time, I will deal with all 
your oppressors, 

I will deliver the lame, 

And those that wandered away, I 
will gather. 


At that time I will bring you in. [23] 
And at the time that I will gather 
you, 

I will make you renowned [24] 
Among all the peoples of the earth. 


relative, an infidel, saw the Rabbi smile and asked him why he did so. 
Rabbi Jose said that he trusted the Lord to see that the father would 
see his son again in the world-to-come. Then the infidel said, “Can 
broken shards be made to cleave together again? Is it not written,‘Thou 
shalt break them in pieces like a potter’s vessel’ ” (Psalms 2:9). Then 
Rabbi Jose replied, “Earthen vessels are made by water and perfected 
by fire. Vessels of glass are made by fire and perfected by fire. The 
former, when broken, cannot be repaired. But the latter, if broken, 
can be.” “How?” the infidel inquired. Rabbi Jose explained, “Because 
they are made by blowing. If the glass vessel blown by a mortal man 
can be repaired, how much more the being who is made by the breath 
of God.” 



[23] 1 will bring you in : The Lord will bring Israel into its own land. 



[24] 1 will make you renowned : Pieces of fme lumber were discarded 
on the muddy ground and noone paid attention to them. But a skilled 
cabinetmaker recognized their worth and wrought them into beau¬ 
tiful furniture. When the former owner saw what the cabinetmaker 
had done, he said, “I thought the wood worthless, yet what beautiful 
things you have made of it.” 

So, too, Pharaoh and other tyrants have forced Israel to live in degra¬ 
dation and to occupy itself with menial work. But when they see the 
beauty and glory of Israel emancipated, they will regret what they 
have done and admire what Israel is. 
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THE LORD’S REBUKE 

in the second year of Darius the king, 


[i] in the sixth month, in the first day of 
the month, came the word of the Lord 
through Haggai [2] the prophet to Ze- 
rubbabel, [3] the son of Shealtiel, governor 


[1] darius the king: He ruled Persia from 521-486 B.C.E., so that 
Haggai’s appeal to the people was during the fall of 520. 

[2] haggai: The name probably derives from an abbreviation for haggigah, 
which means “the festival of the Lord.” 

[3] zerubbabel: He was the grandson of Jehoiachin, king of Judah, who 
had been taken captive to Babylon, and was now the leader of the exiled 
Jews who returned from Babylon to the Holy Land. 
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of Judah, and to Joshua [4] the son of 
Jehozadak, the high priest, saying: Thus 
spoke the Lord of the host: “This people 
say: The time is not yet come to rebuild 
the Lord’s house.” Is it a time for you 
yourselves to live in your paneled houses 
while this house lies waste? [5] 

Thus said the Lord of hosts: 

Consider how you have fared. 

You have sown much and it brought 
little. 

You eat but you cannot be sated. 

You drink but you cannot get your 

fill. 

You put on clothes but you are not 
warmed. 

And he that earns wages has only a 
bag with a hole. [6] 

You looked for much and it became lit¬ 
tle; and when you brought it home, I 


blew upon it. Why? said the Lord of 
host. Because My house lies waste while 
you yourself run each to his own house. 
Therefore, because of you, the heavens 
kept back the dew, and the earth with¬ 
held her yield. I caUed for a drought up¬ 
on the land [7] and upon the mountains, 
and upon the com and wine, upon the 
oil and upon everything which the earth 
brings forth; and upon men and cattle, 
and upon all the labor of hands. 

Thus said the Lord of the host: Go up to 
the mountain and bring wood, and build 
the house; I will be pleased with it and I 
will be glorified, said the Lord. 

THE PEOPLE RESPOND 

then zerubbabel, the son of Shealtiel, 
and Joshua, the son of Jehozadak, the 



[4] joshua : The son of the high priest who had also been taken captive into 
Babylon. 


[5] this house lies waste : Greater is the study of Torah than rebuilding 
the Temple. 


[6] A bag with A hole : Even in the time of His anger, the Lord re¬ 
members mercy. 


[7] drought upon the land : Rabbi Abba ben Abbin said in the name 
of Rabbi Aha: In the time of drought when men show mercy one to 
the other, God will be filled with mercy for them. 
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haggai i: 12-15 ; 2:1-7 


high priest, and all the rest of the people 
listened to the voice of the Lord and to 
the words of Haggai the prophet, as God 
had sent him. And the people began to 
fear because of the Lord. Then Haggai, 
the Lord’s messenger, spoke to the peo¬ 
ple with a message from the Lord: [8] “I 
am with you,” said the lord. 

And the Lord roused the spirit of Ze- 
rubbabel, governor of Judah, and the 
spirit of Joshua, the high priest, and the 
spirit of all the rest of the people; and 
they came and began to work upon the 
house of the Lord of hosts. It was in the 
twenty-fourth day of the sixth month, 
[9] in the second year of Darius the king. 

On the twenty-first day in the seventh 
month the word of the Lord came 
through Haggai, saying: Now speak to 


Zerubbabel and Joshua and to the rest of 
the people, saying, “Who is left among 
you that saw this house in its former 
glory? [10] How do you see it now? 
Does it not seem to you like nothing in 
your eyes?” But now be strong, O Ze¬ 
rubbabel, said the Lord; and be strong, 
Joshua, and be strong all you people of 
the land, because I am with you. My 
spirit abides among you, also My cove¬ 
nant which I made with you when you 
came out of Egypt. Fear not. [11] 

Thus said the Lord of the host: “Very 
soon I will shake the heavens and the 
earth, the sea and the dry land. I will 
shake all nations, and the choicest of 
things of all nations shall come in and I 
will fill this house with splendor. Mine is 
all the silver. Mine is all the gold. The 



[8] A message from the lord: Whoever causes the multitude to be 
righteous, through him is no sin brought about; but he who causes 
the multitude to sin will have no means to repent. 


[9] the twenty-fourth day of the sixth month: Only a little more 
than three weeks passed between the prophet’s first appeal and beginning the 
work of restoring the Temple. 

[10] this house in its former glory: The First Temple was destroyed 
in 58 6 , so that 66 years had passed since then. 

[11] fear not: A farmer had two cows, a weak one and a strong one. 
On which one did he put the yoke? Upon the strong. In the same way 
does the Lord test the righteous. 
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future glory of this house shall be greater 
than that of the former,” says the Lord. 
“And in this place I will give peace.” 

THE UNCLEAN SACRIFICES 

IN THE TWENTY-FOURTH DAY of the ninth 
month in the second year of Darius came 
the word of the Lord through Haggai 
the prophet, saying: Thus said the Lord: 
Ask the priests for a decision. If one car¬ 
ries hallowed flesh in the skirt of a gar¬ 
ment and with that skirt touches bread 
or pottage or wine or oil, or any kind of 
food, will it become holy? And the 
priests answered and said: No. 

Then Haggai said: If one who is un¬ 
clean because he touched a dead body 
touches any of these things, will it be¬ 
come unclean? And the priests answered 
and said: It shall be unclean. 

Then Haggai answered, saying: So is 
this people before Me, said the Lord. 
And so is all the work of their hands and 
all that they offer here is unclean. 

Now I pray you, consider it: Before a 
stone was laid upon a stone in the temple 
of the Lord, see how you fared. When 
one came to a heap of twenty measures, 
there were but ten. When one came to 


the wine vat to draw out fifty press- 
measures, there were but twenty. But 
from this day forward, from the twenty- 
fourth day of the ninth month, the day 
that the foundations of the Lord’s temple 
were laid, consider it. Is there seed in the 
barn? Yes. [Thus,] the vine and the fig- 
tree, the promegranate and the olive- 
tree, have not yet brought forth [any 
fruit], yet from this day I will bless 
you. [12] 

FALL OF THE PAGAN KINGDOMS 

and the word of the lord came a sec¬ 
ond time to Haggai in the twenty- 
fourth day of the same month: Tell 
Zerubbabel, governor of Judah: I will 
shake the heavens and the earth; and I 
will overthrow the thrones of the king¬ 
doms ; and I will destroy the strength of 
the kingdoms of the nations. I will over¬ 
throw the chariots and those who ride 
in them; and the horses and their riders 
shall come down, each one by the sword 
of his brother. On that day, says the Lord 
of the host, I will take you, Zerubbabel, 
My servant, the son of Shealtiel, and I 
will make you as a signet. For I have 
chosen you, says the Lord of the host. 



[12] 1 will bless you: Rabbi Johanan said that anyone can enter the 
Jerusalem of this world, but only those who are ordained can enter the 
Jerusalem of the world-to-come. 
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24* ZECHARIAH 

in the eighth month in the second year 
of Darius [i] the word of the Lord came 
to Zechariah, [2] son of Berechiah, the 
son of Iddo the prophet, saying: 

Return to Me and I will return to 
you, [3] said the Lord of the host. Be not 


[1-14] 

like your fathers. The former prophets 
cried to them saying, Thus said the Lord: 
Turn away from your evil ways and 
from your evil deeds. 

But they did not listen, nor did they 
give heed. Your fathers, where are 


[1] darius : The second year of Darius’ reign was 520 B. C. E. Zechariah’s 
mission began, then, only two months after Haggai’s. 

[2] zechariah: He probably came from both a prophetic and priestly family. 

[3] 1 will return to you: To have the presence of God, the Shechinah, 
dwelling among them, the children of Israel would have to return to law and 
righteousness. 
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they? [4] And the prophets, do they live 
forever? [5] But My words and decrees 
which I commanded My servants the 
prophets, did they not overtake your 
fathers ? [6] So they turned and said: As 
the Lord of hosts determined to do to us, 
according to our ways and according to 
our deeds, so has He done to us. 

THE VISION OF HEAVENLY RIDERS 

in the twenty-fourth day of the elev¬ 
enth month, which is Shevat, [7] in the 
second year of Darius, I saw in the night 


a man riding upon a red horse, and he 
stood among the myrtle-trees in the 
bottom of the valley and behind him 
men on red, sorrel and white horses. 

Then I said: “O Lord, what are they?” 
The man who stood among the myrtle- 
trees said: “They are those whom the 
Lord has sent to and fro through the 
earth.” And the riders said to the angel of 
the Lord who stood among the myrtle- 
trees: “We have been going to and fro 
through the earth, and the whole earth 
is quiet and at peace.” [8] Then the angel 
of the Lord cried out, saying: “O Lord 


[4] where are they : The preaching of the prophets came to pass. The for¬ 
mer generations were punished by being taken into captivity and by the de¬ 
struction ofJerusalem. 



[5] do they live forever : When a human being comes into the world 
his fists are clenched as if he were proclaiming, “Everything is mine 
to grasp.” When he departs from the world, his hands are open as if to 
declare, “I can take nothing with me from the world.” 



[ 6 ] overtake your fathers : Would that life were a shadow cast by a 
wall or tree instead of like the shadow cast by a bird in flight. 


[7] shevat : The Babylonian name for February-March was Shevat and it 
was the term used by the Israelites who had so recently left Babylon. The date 
was 519 B. C. E. 



[ 8 ] quiet and at peace : Other nations are at peace; only Israel is per¬ 
secuted. 
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of the host, how long will You have no 
compassion on Jerusalem and the cities 
of Judah with which You have been 
angry for seventy years?” [9] 

Then the Lord answered the angel 
who spoke with me, with good words, 
comforting words, so the angel said to 
me: “Thus spoke the Lord of the host: 
I am deeply moved by Jerusalem and 
Zion, and I am very angry with the na¬ 
tions that are now quiet and at ease. I was 
a little angry and they used it to further 
disaster. [10] Therefore, said the Lord, I 
will return to Jerusalem with mercy. [11] 
My house shall be built in it and a build- 


ZECHARIAH I I 12, 13 , 1 6 , 17 ; 2 : I, 2 

er’s line shall be stretched over Jeru¬ 
salem.” [12] 

Again proclaim: Thus said the Lord of 
the host, “My cities shall again overflow 
with prosperity; and the Lord shall once 
more comfort Zion and once again 
choose Jerusalem.” 


THE VISION OF FOUR HORNS 

i lifted up my eyes and saw, and behold, 
[there were] four horns. I said to the an¬ 
gel that spoke to me: “What are these?” 
And he said to me: “These are the four 
horns [13] which have scattered Judah, 


[9] for seventy years : This is a round number which covers the time during 
which the Temple lay in ruins, from 587 to 519 B.C.E. The time was, in 
fact, 67 years. 


[10] to further disaster : According to the nature of man, a prose¬ 
cutor does not also become the defender. But God called Israel “a 
nation heavy with sin,” and He also said of them, “And Thy people 
are all righteous.” 



[11] Jerusalem with mercy: Rabbi Abin said, “It is written, ‘And you 
shall be unto me ( lamed yod) a peculiar treasure’ (Exodus 19:5). The 
lamed is the highest letter; the yod the lowest. Is it not right for the 
smallest to cleave to the greatest!” 



[12] Jerusalem: The builder's line indicates that the city will be rebuilt. 



[13] the four horns : The four horns stand both for the four quarters of the 
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Israel and Jerusalem so that not a man 
could walk upright.” 

Then the Lord showed me four black¬ 
smiths, [14] and I said, “What have they 
come to do?” And the angel spoke to 
me, saying: “They came to terrify, to 
cast down the horns of the nations which 
lifted up their horns against the land of 
Judah to destroy it.” [15] 

THE VISION OF THE SURVEYOR 

i lifted up my eyes and saw a man with 
a measuring line in his hand. Then I 
said: “Where are you going?” And he 
said to me: “To measure Jerusalem, to 
see what her length and breadth should 


be.” As the angel spoke to me and was 
departing, another angel went out to 
meet him, and he said to him: “Run and 
speak to this young man and say to him: 
Jerusalem will be inhabited and be a city 
without walls, because of the multitude 
of men and cattle in it. For I, said the 
Lord, will be a wall of fire round about 
her; and I will be a glory in her midst.” 

Thus said the Lord of the host re¬ 
garding the nations who plundered you: 
Surely, he who touches you, touches the 
apple of his eye. I will wave My hand 
against them and they shall be despoiled 
by their victims. 

Sing and rejoice, [16] O daughter of 
Zion, for I am coming to dwell in your 


heavens and for the four kingdoms which have afflicted Israel — Babylon, 
Persia, Greece and Rome. 


[14] four blacksmiths : The four blacksmiths are the artisans who will 
rebuild the Temple; they are the Messiah the son of David, the Messiah 
the son of Joseph, the prophet Elijah and the righteous priest Melchi- 
zedek. 



[15] to destroy it: A man came to Raba saying, “The ruler of the 
city in which I live has commanded me to kill a certain man. If I refuse, 
he will kill me. What shall I do?” Raba replied, “Be killed and do not 
kill.” But if someone comes intending to kill you, be first and kill him. 



[16] sing and rejoice: Levi means cleaving, and all those who heard 
the Levitcs singing at once cleaved to the Lord. 
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ZECHARIAH 2 I I4-I7, 3 : I-7 


midst, said the Lord. And many nations 
shall attach themselves to the Lord on 
that day and shall be My people. And the 
Lord shall take Judah for His own pos¬ 
session in the holy land and shall choose 
Jerusalem again. [17] Be silent, all flesh, 
before the Lord; for He has roused Him¬ 
self from His holy dwelling place. 


the vision of joshua’s vindication 

he showed me joshua, the chief priest, 
standing before the angel of the Lord, 
and Satan standing at his right hand to 
accuse him. And the angel of the Lord 
said to him: “The Lord rebukes you, O 
Satan. [18] Yes, the Lord that has chosen 
Jerusalem rebukes you. Is this man not a 
brand plucked out of the fire?” [19] 


Now Joshua was dressed in filthy gar¬ 
ments as he stood before the angel. And 
[the angel] spoke to those who stood be¬ 
fore him, saying: “Take the filthy gar¬ 
ments off him.” 

To Joshua, he said: “See, I have re¬ 
moved the guilt from you and will dress 
you in clean garments.” 

Then I said; “Let them put a clean 
turban on his head.” They put a clean 
turban on his head and dressed him in 
[fresh] garments, and the angel of the 
Lord stood by. And the angel of the Lord 
forewarned Joshua, saying: “Thus said 
the Lord: If you walk in My ways and 
keep My commandments, then you shall 
also judge My house and have charge of 
My courts, and I will give you free ac¬ 
cess [20] among those who stand there.” 


[17] choose Jerusalem again: Only when you conduct yourselves 
like the children of God shall you be called His children. 


[18] o satan: Here Satan is the celestial prosecutor of the Lord, not the 
adversary or tempter, as he appears in later literature. 



[19] plucked out of the fire: Israel is the wick, the Torah is the oil, 
and the Shechinah is the light. 


[20I free access: Rabbi Judah said, “The children of Israel will not be 
delivered unless they repent, and they repent only through tribulations, 
oppression, exile and the lack of a livelihood.” 
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THE VISION OF THE CANDELABRUM 

the angel who spoke to me aroused me 
[and I was] like a man awakened from 
sleep.He said to me: “What do you see?” 
And I said: “I see a candelabrum [21] all 
gold with a bowl on the top of it, and 
seven lamps are on it. There are seven 
pipes to the lamps which are on top. And 
there are two olive-trees beside the can¬ 
dlestick, one on the right side of the 
bowl and one on the left.” 

I said to the angel; “What are these, 
my Lord?” The angel answered and said 
to me: “Do you not know what these 
are?” I said: “No, my Lord.” Then he 
answered and said to me: “Those seven 
lamps are the eyes of the Lord that are 
roving over the whole earth.” Then I 
said to him: “What are those two olive- 
trees upon the right of the candelabrum 
and upon the left of it?” And he said: 


“Those are the anointed ones, who stand 
by the Lord of the whole earth.” 

And the angel said to me: “This is the 
word of the Lord to Zerubbabel: Not 
by arms, nor by might, but by My spirit, 
said the Lord of the host. [22] Who are 
you, O great mountain before Zerub¬ 
babel! You shall become a plain and he 
shall bring out the top stone with shouts 
of: How beautiful it is!” 

The word of the Lord came to me, 
saying: The hands of Zerubbabel have 
laid the foundation of this house and his 
hands shall also finish it. [23] And you 
shall know that the Lord of the host has 
sent me to you. He who has despised the 
day of small things shall yet rejoice to see 
the plummet in the hands of Zerubbabel. 

THE VISION OF THE FLYING SCROLL 

then again I lifted up my eyes and saw 
a flying scroll. He said to me: “What 



[21] A candelabrum: The candelabrum symbolizes the restoration of the 
Jewish state. 



[22] lord of the host : Let others rely on the arm of flesh; Israel’s 
weapon is prayer. 



[23] finish it : Iron, the metal of weapons and warfare, cannot build an 
altar to the God of life and of peace. 
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do you see?” I said: “I see a flying 
scroll, [24] its length twenty cubits and 
its width ten cubits.” And he said to me: 
“This is the curse that goes forth over the 
face of the whole land. For how long 
have all thieves remained unpunished? 
For how long have all those who swear 
falsely gone unpunished? So I sent forth 
[this curse], said the Lord of the host, and 
it shall enter the house of the thief and 
the house of him who swears falsely by 
My name. [25] It shall make its abode in 
the midst of his house and destroy him 
and the timber and the stones.” 

THE VISION OF THE WOMAN 

the angel who spoke to me came for¬ 
ward and said: “Lift up your eyes and 


see what this is that goes forth.” I said: 
“What is it?” And he said: “This mea¬ 
sure that goes forth contains the iniqui¬ 
ty of all the land.” [Then I saw] the lead 
cover lifted and there was a woman sit¬ 
ting in the measure. The angel pushed 
her down in the measure and closed the 
leaden cover over the opening, and said: 
“This is wickedness.” [26] 

Then I lifted up my eyes and looked, 
and there were two women [27] and 
they had wings like the stork, and the 
wind was in their wings. They lifted up 
the measure between the earth and the 
sky. 

I said to the angel who talked to me: 
“Where are they taking the measure?” 
And he said to me: “To the land of Shi- 
nar [28] where they will build her a 


[24] flying scroll : The flying scroll has inscribed on its parchment curses 
against the evils of mankind. It destroys the wicked. 


[25] who swears falsely by my name : Do no good to the evil man 
and no evil will befall you. 

[26] this is wickedness : The woman symbolizes evil, and is therefore con¬ 
fined by the leaden cover. 


[27] two women : The two women are symbolic of hypocrisy and pride 
which, with evil, settle in Babylon. 


*•§ t 28] shinar : Shinar is the ancient name for Babylon, looked on as the land 
of iniquity. 
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house, and when it is ready, they will set 
her down in her own place.” 

THE VISION OF FOUR CHARIOTS 

again I lifted up my eyes and I saw four 
chariots come out from between the two 
mountains; and the mountains were 
mountains of brass. In the first chariot 
there were red horses, in the second char¬ 
iot black horses, in the third chariot 
white horses, and in the fourth chariot 
spotted horses. I said to the angel that 
spoke with me: “What are these, my 
Lord?” The angel answered me, saying: 
“These chariots, the four winds of heav¬ 
en, go forth after standing before the 
Lord of all the earth. The black horses go 
to the northland, the white horses, be¬ 
hind them, to the west, the spotted horses 
toward the south, and the red horses to 
the east.” [They were straining to go] 
and he said: “Go and traverse the earth.” 
Then he cried out to me, saying: “Look 
at those going to the northland. They 


have set My spirit at rest in the north 
country.” 

ZERUBBABEL AND JOSHUA CROWNED 

the word of the lord came to me, say¬ 
ing : Take the gold and the silver brought 
by Heldai, Tobijah and Jedaiah, the 
exiles who have arrived from Babylon, 
and go on the same day to the house of 
Josiah, the son of Zephaniah. Take the 
silver and the gold and make two 
crowns. [29] Set one crown on the head 
of Zerubbabel, the son of Shealtiel, the 
other crown put on the head of Joshua 
the high priest, And you shall speak 
to Zerubbabel, saying: “Thus said the 
Lord of the host: Here is a man whose 
name is the Branch; [30] and he will 
branch forth from his place and shall re¬ 
build the temple of the Lord, and he shall 
bear the glory, and he shall sit and reign 
upon his throne. Joshua shall be at his 
right hand and there shall be peaceful 
counsel [31] between them. 


[29] make two crowns : The years of the man who runs after leader¬ 
ship are shortened. 


[30] branch: This refers to Zerubbabel for whom Haggai had already fore¬ 
cast a great, almost messianic, role in reviving Jewish life. 


[31] peaceful counsel: When two people quarrel, the one who keeps 
silence first is the more praiseworthy. 
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And the crowns shall be [put] as a me¬ 
morial in the temple of the Lord. And 
those who are far off shall come and re¬ 
build the temple of the Lord, and you 
shall know that the Lord of the host has 
sent me to you. It shall come to pass, if 
you diligently hearken to the voice of 
the Lord God. 

FASTING AND MOURNING 

it came to pass in the fourth year [32] of 
King Darius, in the fourth day in the 
ninth month of Kislev, the people of 
Beth-el sent Sarezer, Regemelech and 
his men to present offerings to the Lord 
and to speak to the priests of the house of 
the Lord, and to the prophets, saying: 
“Are we to mourn and fast in the fifth 
month as we have been doing these 
many years?” 

And the word of the Lord of hosts 
came to Zechariah, saying: Speak to alb 
the people of the land and to the priests, 
saying: When you fasted and mourned 


in the fifth and in the seventh month 
these seventy years, did I command you 
to fast? Was it for Me that you did fast? 
When you eat and drink, do you not eat 
and drink for yourselves?” [33] Are not 
these the words which the Lord pro¬ 
claimed through His former prophets, 
when Jerusalem was inhabited and at 
peace, and her town round about her, 
and the negev and the lowlands were 
inhabited ? The word of the Lord of the 
host was: Render true judgment and 
show mercy and compassion every man 
to his brother. Oppress not the widow, 
nor the orphan, nor the stranger, [34] 
nor the poor. Let none of you devise evil 
in your heart against your neighbor, and 
love no false oath, for all these things I 
hate, says the Lord. 

Thus said the Lord of the host: The 
fast of the fourth mon th, the fast of the 
fifth, of the seventh and the tenth shall 
become to the house of Judah a joy and 
a cheerful season. Therefore, love truth 
and peace. 


4^^ [32] the fourth year : The year 518 B. C. E. 

[33] drink for yourselves: Food and drink may be abundant, but if 
there is no peace they are as if they were nothing. 

««§ [ 34 ] nor the stranger: The heathen is your neighbor and your 

brother; to do him wrong is a sin. 
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THE PEACEFUL PROMISE 

the word of the lord of the host came, 
saying: I am greatly concerned about 
Zion; and I am concerned about her 
with great fury. 

Thus said the Lord: I will return to 
Zion and I will dwell in the midst of 
Jerusalem; and Jerusalem shall be called 
“The City of Truth,” and the mountain 
of the Lord of the host shall be called 
“The Holy Mountain.” 

Thus said the Lord of the host: There 
shall yet sit again old men and old wom¬ 
en in the streets of Jerusalem, each man 
with his staff in his hand, because of his 
great age. The streets of the city shall be 
full of boys and girls playing. [35] 

Thus said the Lord of the host: I will 
deliver My people from the east country 
and from the west country. I will gather 
them in and they shall dwell in the midst 
of Jerusalem; and they shall be My peo¬ 
ple and I will be their God in truth and 
in righteousness. 
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THE LORD’S PEOPLE 

thus SAID THE lord of the host: It shall 
come to pass that there shall come peo¬ 
ple, inhabitants of many cities. The peo¬ 
ple of one city shall go to another, 
saying: “Let us go at once to seek the 
Lord of the host and entreat His favor.” 
“Yes, we will also go,” [they answered]. 
Many peoples and mighty nations shall 
come to seek the Lord of the host in 
Jerusalem and to entreat the favor of 
the Lord. 

Thus said the Lord of the host: In 
those days it shall come to pass that ten 
men from nations of different tongues 
shall take hold of the skirt of him who is 
a Jew, saying, “We will go with you 
because we have heard that God is with 
your people.” 

THE KINGDOM OF THE MESSIAH 

Rejoice greatly, [36] O daughter 
of Zion, 


[35] boys and girls playing: Rabbi Nathan said, “The vision is for 
the time appointed. It hastens to the end and does not deceive. If it de¬ 
lay, wait for it confidently, for it will surely come and will not delay 
indefinitely.” 

[36] rejoice greatly : The spirit of the Lord rests not upon the sad and 
the forlorn, but upon those who do their duty and are glad. 
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Shout joyfully, O daughter of 
Jerusalem. 

Behold, your King comes to you, 
He is just and filled with salvation, 
Lowly, and riding upon an ass, 

Or upon a colt, the foal of an ass. 
And he will destroy the chariots of 
Ephraim, 

And the horses from Jerusalem. 

The battle bow shall be destroyed. 
And he shall proclaim peace to the 
nations; [37] 

And his dominion shall be from sea 
to sea, 

From the Euphrates to the end of 
the earth. 

JERUSALEM DELIVERED 

Behold, a day of the Lord is com¬ 
ing, [38] 

When I will gather all nations against 
Jerusalem to battle; 

The city shall be taken, and the 
houses plundered, 

And the women violated; 


And half the city shall go into exile, 
But the rest of the people shall not 
be cut off from the city. 

Then the Lord shall go forth, 

And fight against those nations, 

As once He fought in the day of 
battle. 

In that day His feet shall stand on 
the Mount of Olives, 

And the Mount of Olives shall be 
split in two, 

Toward the east and toward the 
west, 

So that there shall be a great valley. 
You shall flee to the valley of the 
mountain; 

You shall flee as you fled from be¬ 
fore the earthquake 
In the days of Uzziah,king of Judah; 
And the Lord, your God, with all 
the holy ones 
Will come to your help. 

It shall come to pass on that day 
there shall be neither heat, nor 
cold, nor frost; 


[37] proclaim peace to the nations: Rab said, “The time of the 
Messiah is not like this time. In the messianic age there will be no eating 
and drinking, no begetting of children, no commerce, no jealousy, no 
hatred and no strife.” 


[38] a day of the lord is coming: In this day of God’s judgment 
Jerusalem will be delivered. 
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It shall be one continuous day 

Which shall be known as the Lord’s, 

Not day and not night; 

But at evening time there will be 
light. 

And it shall come to pass in that day, 

The living waters shall go out from 
Jerusalem, 

Half of them toward the eastern sea, 

And half of them toward the west¬ 
ern sea, 

Flowing on through summer and 
winter. 

The Lord shall be King over all the 
earth , 

In that day the Lord shall be One 
and His name One. 


JERUSALEM THE ONE AND ONLY 

it SHALL COME to pass that everyone that 
is left of all the nations that went up 
against Jerusalem, shall go up from year 
to year to worship the King, the Lord of 
the host, and celebrate the feast of taber¬ 
nacles. On that day shall be [inscribed] 
on the bells of the horses: “Holy to the 
Lord.” The pots in the Lord’s house shall 
be like the sacrificial bowls before the 
altar. Every pot in Jerusalem and in Judah 
shall be holy to the Lord of hosts. All 
those who sacrifice shall come and take 
them to boil flesh in them. On that day 
there shall be no more traffickers in the 
house of the Lord of the host. 
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THE PROMISE 

the prophecy of the word of the Lord to 

Israel by Malachi. [1] 

I have loved you, says the Lord. Yet 

you ask, “In what way have You loved 
>> 

us? 

Says the Lord: Was not Esau Jacob’s 


[older] brother? Yet I loved Jacob, but I 
rejected Esau. [2] 1 made his mountains a 
desolation and gave his heritage to the 
jackals of the wilderness. 

Edom may say: “We are impover¬ 
ished, but we will return and rebuild 
the desolate places.” Thus says the Lord 
of the host: They shall build, but I will 


[1] malachi: This means “my messenger ,” and is probably a description of 
the prophet’s mission, rather than his name. Tradition ascribed the book’s 
authorship to Ezra the Scribe. 

[2] 1 rejected esau: The Lord gave Israel three precious gifts, all 
through suffering: the Torah, the land of Israel, and the world-to- 


come. 
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throw it down. They shall be called the 
reign of wickedness and a people against 
whom the Lord is angry for ever. Your 
eyes shall see it and you shall say: “The 
Lord is great beyond the borders of 
Israel.” [3] 

THE PRIESTS REBUKED 

A son honors his father, 

And a servant his master; [4] 

If, then, I be a father, 

Where is the honor to Me ? 

And if I am a master, 

Where is the fear of Me? 

Says the Lord of the host 


To you priests who despise My 
name. 

You ask: “How have we despised 
Your name?” 

You bring to My table defiled 
bread. 

You ask: “In what way have we 
defiled it?” 

In that you say, “The table of the 
Lord is something to be despised.” 

When you offer the blind for sacri¬ 
fice, [5] [you think] it is no evil. 

And when you offer the lame and 
sick, [you think] it is no evil. 

Present it to your governor; 

Will he be pleased with it ? 


[3] beyond the borders of Israel: An unbeliever said to Rabbi 
Gamaliel that the rabbis had said that wherever ten people assembled 
to pray, the spirit of the Lord was among them. “How many She- 
chinahs are there?” he asked. Rabbi Gamaliel then called the unbeliever’s 
servant and struck him. “Why did you strike him?” the unbeliever 
asked. “Because the sun is in the house of an infidel.” “But the sun 
shines everywhere in the world!” the unbeliever protested. Then 
Rabbi Gamaliel said, “If the sun can be everywhere, and the sun is 
only one of God’s many servants, how much more can the spirit of the 
Lord shine through the whole universe.” 



[4] a servant his master: A son honors his father and a servant his 
master, but you, Israel, are ashamed to declare that I am your Father, 
or that you are My servant, says the Lord. 


[5] the blind for sacrifice: One of the blemishes that made an animal 
unfit for sacrifice. 
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Or will he receive you kindly ? 

O that there were one among you 
that would shut the doors 
[of the Temple], 

So that you might not kindle fire on 
My altar in vain. [6] 

I take no delight in you, says the 
Lord of the host, 

Neither will I accept an offering 
from your hand. 

Because from the rising of the sun 
to its going down, 

My name is great among nations. 
And in every place offerings are 
presented in My name, 

Pure offerings. 

WARNING TO THE PRIESTS 

now this admonition is for you, O 


priests. If you will not listen, and if you 
will not take it to heart, to give glory 
to My name, says the Lord of the host, 
then I will send a curse upon you. I will 
curse your blessings. Yes, I will curse 
them, because you do not take it to your 
heart. 

The lips of the priest should keep 
knowledge, and the Law is what people 
should seek from his mouth, for he is the 
messenger of the Lord of hosts. [7] But 
you turned aside from the way; you 
have caused many to stumble in the 
Law. You have perverted the covenant 
of Levi, says the Lord of the host. There¬ 
fore have I also made you contemptible 
and degraded before all the people, ac¬ 
cording as you have not kept My way 
but have shown partiality in the Law. [8] 



[ 6 ] on my altar in vain : Offerings presented in such a spirit were without 
value. Better not to sacrifice altogether and to let the altar fire die. 


<4% [7] lord of hosts : He in whom the fear of sin comes before wisdom, 

his wisdom shall endure. But he in whom wisdom comes before the 
fear of sin, his wisdom shall not endure. He whose works exceed his 
wisdom, his wisdom will endure. But he whose wisdom exceeds his 
works, his wisdom shall not endure. 


[8] partiality in the law : Old men, eunuchs and childless men should 
not be appointed as judges, so that justice may be tempered with mer¬ 
cy. And Rabbi Judah added, neither should the hard-hearted be ap¬ 
pointed. 
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MALACHI 3 : 7 , 8 , 10-12; 2 : 10, II 

WITHHOLDING TITHES 

from the days of your fathers, you have 
turned aside from My ordinances, and 
have not kept them. Return to Me and I 
will return to you, says the Lord of the 
host. But you say, “How shall we re¬ 
turn?” Can a man rob God? [9] Yet you 
did rob Me. You say, “How have we 
robbed you?” In tithes and heave- 
offerings. Bring the whole tithe into the 
storehouse that there may be food in My 
house, and see what I will do, says the 
Lord of hosts. See if I will not open for 
you the windows of heaven and pour 
out a blessing for you until there will be 
no more want. I will rebuke the de- 
vourer [10] of your good, and he shall 
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not destroy the produce of the land. 
Neither shall your vine cast its fruit be¬ 
fore time in the field. All nations shall 
call you blessed, for you shall be a land 
of delight. 

DIVORCE AND INTERMARRIAGE 

Have we not one father? [11] 

Has not one God created us ? 

Why do we deal treacherously 
every man against his brother, 
Profaning the covenant of our 
fathers ? 

Judah has dealt treacherously; and an 
abomination is committed in Israel and 
Jerusalem, for Judah has profaned the 
holy seed which the Lord loves, and 


[9] can A man rob god : He who preoccupies himself with the Law 
for its own sake protects the whole world and brings redemption 
closer. 



[10] the devourer : The locust is the devourer and the land had just suffered 
a plague of locusts. 


[11] have we not one father: “All flesh shall come to worship before 
me,” Isaiah says (66:23). It does not say, “All Israel shall come,” but 
“All flesh shall come.” Rabbi Phinehas said, “Everyone who weakens 
his yetzer in this world is worthy to see the face of the Shechinah.” All 
flesh means the heathen, but not all the heathen; only those who have 
not enslaved Israel, will be received by the Messiah. 
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married the daughter of a strange 
god. [12] The Lord will cut off a son 
and a grandson from the tents of Israel 
for the man who does this and who offers 
offerings to the Lord of the host. 

And this is the second thing you do; 
you who cover the altar of the Lord with 
tears, weeping and groaning. Because of 


it, I cannot accept your offering, nor re¬ 
ceive with good will anything from 
your hand. 

And yet you say: “For what reason?” 
Because the Lord Himself has borne wit¬ 
ness between you and the wife of your 
youth, [13] against whom you dealt 
treacherously, though she is your com- 


[12] a strange god : Once when Rabbi Akiba was in Rome, a certain 
Roman sent two beautiful women to him, bathed and anointed and 
dressed like brides. All night they attempted to seduce him but he 
would not turn to them. In the morning they returned to their master 
and complained that they would rather die than be given to Akiba. 
Their master sent for Akiba and asked him why he had not done with 
these women as men generally do with women. They were beautiful, 
weren’t they? They were human beings just as he was, weren’t they? 
Had not the Lord who created Akiba also created them? And Akiba 
replied, “I could not help myself. I was overcome by their breath be¬ 
cause of the forbidden meats they ate.” 



[13] the wife of your youth: A Roman woman asked a rabbi how 
long it took the Lord to create the universe, and was told, six days. 
Shen then asked what the Lord had been doing since, and the rabbi 
said, “The Lord has been arranging marriages.” The lady replied that 
if that was all He was doing, she too could do it, and since she had 
many male and female slaves, she would pair them off. The rabbi 
warned her that it might seem simple, but that it was as difficult as 
dividing the Red Sea. 

The lady then called together a thousand of her male slaves and a 
thousand of her female slaves and in a single night arranged marriages 
for all of them. The next day they all appeared before her, one with a 
fractured skull, another with an eye knocked out, still another with a 
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panion and the wife of your covenant. 
No one who has [a trace of] spirit has 
done this. What does this one seek? The 
seed of God. Therefore, take heed to 
yourself and let none deal treacherously 
against the wife of his youth. Said the 
Lord God of Israel, I hate putting away 
the first wife [14] and he who covers 
his garment with violence. [15] Take 


heed that you deal not treacherously. 

JUDGMENT AND LAW 
YOU HAVE WEARIED THE LORD with your 

words. In that you say: “Every one 
that does evil is good in the sight of the 
Lord, and He delights in them. Or where 
is the God ofjustice?” [16] 


broken leg. Angrily she asked what was the matter and heard a chorus 
of “I don’t want him” and “I don’t want her”. 

The lady then sent for the rabbi and said, “There is no God like your 
God and your Torah is true, for what you told me about making mar¬ 
riages is quite correct.” 



[14] 1 hate putting away the first wife: Whenever a man divorces 
his first wife, even the altar sheds tears in her behalf. 

A bad wife is like leprosy to her husband. What is the remedy? Let 
him divorce her and be cured of his leprosy. 


[15] covers his garment with violence: This expression signified 

> 

divorce because, according to ancient custom, a woman was claimed as a wife 
by spreading one’s garment over her. 


[16] the god ofjustice : God said to David, “Ifyou see that I do good 
to the wicked, let it not seem evil in your heart, but go on doing good. 
If to the evil ones who provoke Me and do not profit Me, I do good, 
how much more shall I do good to you who trust in Me, and occupy 
yourself with the Law?” Rabbi Elazar said, “From the prosperity of 
the wicked in this world, you can judge the reward of the righteous in 
the world-to-come. If the wicked are treated so, think how much more 
will the righteous merit.” 
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Behold, I will send My messen¬ 
ger, [17] and he shall clear the way be- 
fore Me. The Lord whom you seek will 
suddenly come to His temple, and the 
messenger of the covenant in whom you 
delight, behold, he comes. And he shall 
sit as a refmer and a purifier, and he shall 
purify the sons of Levi [18] and refme 
them as one refines gold and silver. [19] 
And then they shall be worthy to bring 
to the Lord offerings of righteousness. 
Then also the offering of Judah and Jeru¬ 
salem shall be pleasant to the Lord as in 
the days of old and as in the years gone 
by. 

I will come near to you in judgment; 
and I will be a swift witness against the 
sorcerers, against the adulterers, and 
against all who swear falsely; and against 


those that oppress the hireling in his 
wages, the widow and the orphan; and 
against those who turn aside the stranger 
from his right, and fear Me not. I, the 
Lord, do not change, and you, the sons 
of Jacob, will not be destroyed. 

THOSE WHO REVERE HIS NAME 

your words have been harsh against 
Me, says the Lord. You say, “How have 
we spoken against You?” You have 
said: “It is useless to serve God. What 
gain is it to do His bidding and that we 
walked humbly before the Lord of the 
host? How the arrogant are happy and 
those who do wickedness have been 
elevated. Yes, they tempt God and es¬ 
cape.” [20] Then those who feared the 



[17] my messenger: The Hebrew word for my messenger is malachi. Some 
commentators believe the messenger refers to Elijah, who will prepare the way 
for the Day of Judgment. 


*•§ [ 18] the sons of levi: First the priests will be purified, then the rest of the 

people. 



[19] gold and silver: The people will be refined as precious metal is 
refined. 



[20] they tempt god and escape : Every sin of a man is engraved upon 
his bones. 
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Lord spoke with one another. The Lord 
gave hee d and listened, and there was 
written in a book of remembrance that 
was before Him concerning those who 
revered the Lord and honored His name. 

They shall be Mine, says the Lord of 
hosts, a special treasure in the day I be¬ 
gin to judge. And I will have compassion 
upon them, just as a man has compassion 
upon his own son who works with him. 
Then you shall distinguish between the 
righteous and the wicked, [21] between 
him that serves God and between him 
that does not serve Him. 

THE LORD’S DAY 

Behold the day comes, 

It burns like a furnace; 

And all the arrogant, 

Everyone who does wickedness 


Shall be stubble; 

And the day that is coming, 

Says the Lord of the host, 

Shall set them ablaze 
And will leave 

Neither root nor branch of them. 
But to you that revere My name, 
The sun of righteousness 
Shall arise with healing in its wing. 
You shall go forth, 

And skip like fattened calves. 

You shall tread down the wicked, 
For they shall be ashes under your 
feet 

In the day I begin to act. 

Remember the law of Moses, My 
servant, which I commanded 
to him in Horeb for all Israel, 
statutes and ordinances. 

Behold, I will send you 
Elijah the prophet [22] 


[21] the righteous and the wicked i If a man comes to defile himself, 
the door is open to him; but if he comes to purify himself, then he is 
helped. In the school of Rabbi Ishmael it was taught: It is as when a 
man sells naphtha and balm. When a buyer for naphtha comes, the 
shop owner says, Measure it out for yourself. But if a buyer comes for 
balm, the shop owner says, Wait and I shall help you measure it so that 
we may both be perfumed. 

[22] Elijah the prophet : The prophet Elijah will come as the Lord’s 
messenger, to prepare men for the coming Day of the Lord. 
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MALA CHI 3 :23, 24 


Before the coming 
Of the great and terrible day of the 
Lord, 

And he shall turn the heart 


of the fathers 
To the children, 

And the heart of the children 
To their fathers. [23] 



[23] children to their fathers : Elijah will bring harmony to family life, 
reconcile the conflicts between husband and wife, between parents and children, 
so that family life will be restored to its virtue and meaning. 

A father’s love is for his children, and the children’s love for their 
children. 


Hazak, Hazak, v’nit-Hazek. 
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